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Conceptualizing Student Affairs Graduate
Preparation as Activity System(s)
Graham F. Hunter (University of Dayton)

Graduate preparation programs serve as a primary site for training new student affairs practitioners. However, scholars perennially raise concerns about the effectiveness of such graduate training and the readiness of new student affairs practitioners. Alternative theoretical frameworks oriented toward student learning can offer new insight into training for the profession. Utilizing literature on student affairs graduate preparation and cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), this
article offers a conceptual model of student affairs graduate preparation as sociocultural activity
systems. This model maps dimensions of the coursework and fieldwork environments that graduate students navigate during their training and highlights the sociocultural contradictions that
emerge within and between each of these environments. Finally, the article provides a discussion
of how the conceptual model can guide future research on graduate training and strengthen student learning and development within training programs.
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With a majority of entry-level student affairs

graduate students and new practitioners. Alt-

positions requiring a master’s degree in the

hough the profession’s gaze has remained

field, graduate preparation programs serve

steadfastly outward on students and their

as a gateway to full-time work and a primary

collegiate experiences, it has turned inward

site for developing foundational knowledge

in more meager ways. Existing literature on

and skills (Hirschy et al., 2015; Kuk & Cuyjet,

the processes and structures of graduate

2009). However, empirical work assessing

training addresses isolated parts, such as

the preparation and competence of recent

particular courses (Perez II et al., 2017;

graduates perennially raises concerns about

Witkowsky & Mendez, 2018), competency

the effectiveness of such graduate educa-

areas (King & Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Pope

tion. Whereas new practitioners generally

& Mueller, 2005), and supervised practice

possess high regard for their knowledge and

experiences (Young, 2019).

skills, their supervisors and senior adminis-

Literature focused on student experi-

trators offer more tempered appraisals of

ences and outcomes during graduate train-

their abilities (Cuyjet et al., 2009; Dickerson

ing largely exists within a framework of so-

et al., 2011). Often, these concerns center on

cialization, highlighting how students con-

recent graduates knowing about the work

struct professional identity, adopt profes-

(i.e., possessing theoretical knowledge and

sional values, and navigate new organiza-

desire to serve students) but falling short in

tional cultures and contexts (Hirschy et al.,

knowing how to do the work (i.e., skills for

2015; Kuk & Cuyjet, 2009; Liddell et al.,

transforming vision into reality; Cooper et al.,

2014; Perez, 2020; Renn & Jessup-Anger,

2016; Dickerson et al., 2011).

2008). Although more recent scholarship

These concerns about preparation in-

seeks to complicate graduate preparation as

vite exploration of how new practitioners

a socialization process (Perez, 2016, 2017),

learn their craft and the environments in

existing literature offers little theoretical di-

which such learning occurs. Since the 1990s,

versity. Over-reliance on a particular frame-

the profession centered its focus on postsec-

work or paradigm may limit the profession’s

ondary student learning and development

ability to challenge assumptions and recon-

(American College Personnel Association

ceive old problems in new ways (Lather,

[ACPA], 1996; Keeling, 2004, 2006). Corol-

2006). For example, consideration for the

lary to that renewed focus was a call to ex-

context in which graduate student socializa-

amine the learning and development of stu-

tion occurs focuses on institutional-level

dent affairs practitioners, especially that of

characteristics, such as type and size
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(Weidman & DeAngelo, 2020). Thus, a so-

for making sense of complex learning envi-

cialization framework is less equipped to

ronments and the potential challenges that

consider more granular dimensions of con-

emerge as students navigate these environ-

text such as the unique social and material

ments. Although this article addresses grad-

resources available in a specific office or

uate preparation, student affairs scholars

classroom and how interactions between

and practitioners can use a CHAT-oriented

multiple learning environments shape stu-

perspective to map and make sense of any

dent experiences.

number of curricular and cocurricular learn-

I leverage cultural-historical activity

ing environments.

theory (CHAT), a sociocultural learning per-

The objective of this article is to pro-

spective, as an alternate theoretical tradition

vide a CHAT-oriented conceptual model of

for conceptualizing student affairs graduate

student affairs graduate preparation. Such a

preparation programs. CHAT frames learn-

model can help student affairs faculty mem-

ing as the process by which individuals trans-

bers and practitioners better understand the

form themselves and their social environ-

learning environments that comprise gradu-

ments through ongoing participation in goal-

ate training, how students navigate these

directed activities (Engeström, 1987). CHAT

multiple environments, and how environ-

is an especially promising lens for conceptu-

ments contribute to student learning. Individ-

alizing student affairs graduate preparation

uals working closely with graduate students

in that it (1) accounts for the multiple learning

can use the model to guide advising and su-

environments in which students participate

pervising conversations and plan profes-

during their graduate training, (2) provides

sional

specific constructs for mapping learning en-

broadly, student affairs practitioners can use

vironments, (3) resists additive, acontextual

the model to consider how professional de-

notions of learning that dominate other learn-

velopment exists at the intersection of multi-

ing perspectives, and (4) explicitly names

ple learning environments and to map how

how broad cultural forces, including systems

the unique sociocultural dimensions of their

of inequality, shape the learning process. Be-

own institutions and offices shape profes-

yond graduate training, CHAT has broad util-

sional activities. The following section details

ity for student affairs, although it has been

existing literature on student affairs graduate

leveraged minimally in scholarship (Bondi,

preparation. The subsequent section pro-

2011). CHAT provides framing and language

vides a more thorough overview of CHAT, in-

development

opportunities.

More

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

4

cluding its evolution and core theoretical con-

work. I also address literature on student ex-

structs associated with it. Finally, I describe

periences during graduate training and the

the conceptual model and discuss its impli-

challenges students face in transitioning to

cations for student affairs research and prac-

work. This literature helps inform the concept

tice.

model’s discussion on the learning environments that comprise graduate training and

Student Affairs Graduate Preparation

how students navigate these environments.

Professional standards for student affairs
graduate preparation programs (e.g., Coun-

Coursework

cil for the Advancement of Standards in

Scholarship on coursework in preparation

Higher Education [CAS], 2019) stress a dual

programs predominantly focuses on the con-

model, a combination of coursework and

tent of such coursework and the various pro-

fieldwork, and seek to make connections be-

fessional values it communicates. Rogers

tween the two. Beyond these standards,

(1991, 1992) illustrated how faculty members

however, “there is no consistent approach to

nurtured students’ development of collabora-

curriculum content, program pedagogies, or

tive leadership through frequent opportuni-

experiential foci” (Kuk & Cuyjet, 2009, p. 95)

ties for personal reflection and exposure to

across preparation programs. The Profes-

alternative views on leadership. In Young

sional Competency Areas for Student Affairs

and Elfrink’s (1991) study, faculty members

Educators (ACPA & NASPA, 2015) provide

cohered around the essential values of the

programs with common vision for what new

profession and attempted to teach these val-

practitioners need to know and be able to do

ues through formal (e.g., direct instruction)

as they transition into full-time employment,

and informal (e.g., role modeling) means.

but no requirements exist for the extent to

Noting the increasing necessity for and em-

which programs need to consider the com-

phasis on multicultural competence in post-

petencies and how the competencies should

secondary education, Flowers (2003) found

be incorporated into the curriculum. Never-

a majority of preparation programs had es-

theless, scholars have sought to explore var-

tablished or were in the process of establish-

ious dimensions of graduate preparation pro-

ing a required diversity-focused course. Rog-

grams. In keeping with the dual model ap-

ers and Love (2007a, 2007b) found students

proach, I review existing literature on dimen-

believed they should be prepared to handle

sions of coursework and dimensions of field-

issues of spirituality in their work, but faculty
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members were hesitant about the appropri-

highlighted how preparation program curric-

ateness of discussing spirituality as part of

ula often lacked discussion on international

preparation for the profession. Studying fac-

students, leaving new practitioners disad-

ulty members teaching student development

vantaged for working in an increasingly glob-

theory courses, Harris (2020) illustrated how

alized and internationalized field. Although

faculty members were socialized to and

coursework may be an important site for ex-

wrestled with the primacy of certain texts and

posing

theories as “foundational” to student affairs

knowledge, coursework alone proved insuffi-

preparation.

cient for preparing individuals to do student

Scholarship on how coursework and

students

to

particular

content

affairs work.

classroom experiences influence new practitioners’ socialization to and preparation for

Fieldwork

the field offers mixed results. Liddell et al.

A majority of preparation programs require

(2014) found in-class experiences most influ-

some form of fieldwork experience as part of

ential in helping students become involved in

their curriculum (Kuk & Cuyjet, 2009). These

professional associations, understand the

paraprofessional experiences may take the

value of self-evaluation, and model ethical

form of graduate assistantships, internships,

practice. However, the study also reported

and credit-bearing practice. Existing scholar-

recent program graduates generally per-

ship

ceived out-of-class experiences exerting

paraprofessional experience in preparing

greater influence on their professional iden-

graduate students for full-time student affairs

tity than in-class experiences. Similarly, in

work. In Renn and Jessup-Anger’s (2008)

Renn and Jessup-Anger’s (2008) study, new

study, “nearly all participants wrote about

professionals felt their formal coursework

how assistantships, practicum placements,

had little relevance to the demands of their

and internships were essential components

current positions. Consideration for intersec-

in their preparation for full-time positions” (p.

tions of social identities in coursework and

329). Liddell et al. (2014) found out-of-class-

classroom experiences also surfaces ten-

room

sions. Linder, Harris, Allen, and Hubain

helped students better navigate institutional

(2015) articulated how faculty members

culture and politics, expand their profes-

could validate and support graduate students

sional networks, and understand profes-

of color but often fell short in implementing

sional expectations. Similarly, Young (2019)

inclusive pedagogy. Shelton and Yao (2019)

illuminates

experiences,

the

importance

including

of

fieldwork,

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

6

found supervised practice experiences es-

how they make meaning of those experi-

sential to their perception of leadership and

ences. Perez (2016) noted that graduate stu-

application of theory to practice. Much of this

dents regularly encounter surprising or unfa-

scholarship supports the assumption field-

miliar experiences throughout their training in

work exposes students, at least somewhat,

both coursework and fieldwork contexts, but

to the demands of student affairs work.

that their unique sensemaking of these expe-

A smaller yet growing body of litera-

riences relied upon their capacity for internal

ture seeks to complicate understandings of

meaning making (i.e., self-authorship). Grad-

how fieldwork shapes new practitioners. In

uate students developed greater capacity for

Grube, Cedarholm, Jones, and Dunn’s

internal meaning making when faculty mem-

(2005) study, participants noted how field-

bers and supervisors validated their internal

work exposed them to professionals who

voice (Perez, 2017). Research on graduate

made significant personal sacrifices and

students of color (Harris & Linder, 2018; Kel-

dedicated inordinate amount of time to their

ley & Gaston Gayles, 2010; Linder & Winston

work. More recently, Perez (2021) echoed

Simmons, 2015) demonstrates how race and

similar concerns in noting how graduate stu-

racism shape training experiences for stu-

dent socialization processes privilege ideal

dents of color, in different ways based on

worker norms while prompting students to

their unique racial/ethnic identity, as they

participate in overwork and self-sacrifice.

confront discrepancies between the es-

Lynch and Glass (2020) also found graduate

poused and enacted values of their pro-

students exposed to secondary traumatic

grams, encounter microaggressions in the

stress during their assistantship duties.

classroom and at work, and chart their pro-

Fieldwork experiences may be powerful tools

fessional path. Such literature highlights the

in helping emerging practitioners feel pre-

importance of considering graduate stu-

pared for their careers, but they may also fos-

dents, and their learning, within their broader

ter unhealthy professional expectations and

sociocultural contexts and the ways in which

dispositions.

the unique dimensions of training environments affect student experiences and out-

Student Experiences in Graduate
Training
Existing research has explored graduate student experiences during their training and

comes.
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Challenges Transitioning from Graduate

(2007) found new practitioners desired to fo-

Training to Work

cus their energy on the process of student

Existing scholarship highlights particular

learning and development whereas their su-

challenges that arise as new practitioners

pervisors focused on measuring it. The chal-

make this transition to full-time practice.

lenges embedded both in transitioning to a

Whereas graduate preparation provides a

new organizational environment and in re-

structured learning environment in which to

sponding to tensions that arise often gener-

expand and refine professional skills, new

ate feelings of discomfort and force new

student affairs practitioners must take in-

practitioners to question their fit within the

creasing responsibility for their own learning

particular institution or the profession.

and professional development. As Renn and

Several scholars have raised ques-

Jessup-Anger (2008) demonstrated, new

tions regarding the degree to which student

practitioners faced unexpected and unfamil-

affairs practitioners graduate with the neces-

iar challenges as they entered the workforce.

sary practical skills to be successful in their

However, these individuals struggled to

new roles. In studies focused on both senior

maintain a learning orientation, which af-

student affairs officers (Dickerson et al.,

fected their ability to self-assess perfor-

2011; Herdlein, 2004) and preparation pro-

mance and plan their own professional de-

gram faculty members (Dickerson et al.,

velopment.

2011), participants were generally satisfied

Scholars have also noted new stu-

with the learning outcomes of preparation

dent affairs practitioners are often chal-

programs but identified major deficits in grad-

lenged in reading and adapting to new or-

uates’ abilities regarding fiscal management,

ganizational cultures (Cooper et al., 2016;

legal standards, and assessment. Renn and

Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008). New practi-

Jessup-Anger (2008) found these senti-

tioners are often unsure of how to confront

ments echoed even in the perspectives of

the ambiguity inherent in reading an institu-

new practitioners, who identified budgeting,

tional or departmental culture and discerning

supervision, and assessment as deficiencies

its often unspoken rules and expectations

in their graduate training. Taken as a whole,

(Cilente et al., 2006). Furthermore, in coming

these studies highlight the concern graduate

to understand organizational values and pri-

preparation programs emphasize only partic-

orities, new practitioners sometimes encoun-

ular kinds of competencies—namely those

ter incongruence with their own values and

related

priorities. For example, Renn and Hodges

knowledge—at the expense of addressing

to

theoretical

and

content
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the practical administrative skills that facili-

CHAT have coalesced around this descrip-

tate day-to-day operations in a student af-

tion of the theory’s history. In the first gener-

fairs unit (Cooper et al., 2016). These studies

ation, Vygotsky (1978) formulated the basic

also highlight potential mismatch in expecta-

tenets of mediated action as a framework for

tions between faculty members and fieldwork

human development. In the second genera-

supervisors, who may assume the other

tion, scholars such as Leontiev (1974) and

party primarily responsible for training grad-

Engeström (1987) expanded upon Vygot-

uate students in these administrative skills.

sky’s ideas in fleshing out the dimensions of
object-oriented activity and activity systems.

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory

In the third and current generation of CHAT,

(CHAT)

scholars (e.g., Roth & Lee, 2007; Yamagata-

Scholars have described cultural-historical

Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009) have turned

activity theory (CHAT; Engeström, 1987) as

their attention to joint activity and the inter-

a collection of sensibilities regarding the na-

play between multiple activity systems.

ture of learning and the relationships between individuals and the environments they

Mediated Action

occupy (Roth et al., 2012). For example,

Vygotsky (1978) offered mediated action as

some scholars have emphasized CHAT’s

a construct for explaining the process by

utility in defining elements of learning envi-

which humans interact with artifacts, tools,

ronments, while others have emphasized its

and social others in an environment and how

utility in naming how social, cultural, and his-

these interactions result in new meaning

torical inequities shape learning and learning

making and consciousness development.

environments (Roth & Lee, 2007; Roth et al.,

Scholars often depict the construct of medi-

2012). Despite these differences, CHAT

ated action in the form of a triangle. The sub-

scholars cohere around a perspective that

ject refers to the individual(s) engaged in the

“theorizes persons continually shaping and

activity. The mediating artifact/tool includes

being shaped by their social contexts that im-

artifacts, social others, and prior knowledge

mediately

as

that contribute to the individual’s experiences

something discrete or acquired by individu-

within the activity. The object refers to the

als” (Roth & Lee, 2007, p. 189).

goal(s) of the activity. In representing these

problematizes

knowledge

Engeström (2001) first conceived the

constructs within a triangle, Vygotsky (1978)

evolution of CHAT within three generations,

sought to emphasize the influence each of

and contemporary scholars working with

the constructs has over the others. Rather

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs
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than relying on a dualistic stimulus-response

mediated action model—details the subjects,

perspective, mediated action assumes the

tools, and objects involved in the activity sys-

various constructs involved in mediated ac-

tem. The rules, community, and division of

tion are mutually transforming.

labor constructs represent Engeström’s expansion of Vygotsky’s work and underscore

Activity Systems

the sociopolitical leanings of his model.

Engeström (1987) built upon existing work

Rules refer to the formal and informal regu-

on mediated action and object-oriented activ-

lations that may constrain or liberate the ac-

ity by stressing that the environments in

tivity and provide subjects with guidance on

which such activity occurs possess social,

how to pursue their objects and engage with

cultural, and historical dimensions. These

social others. Community is the social group

sociocultural conditions are central to under-

with which subjects identify as they engage

standing individuals, the tools and artifacts

in activities. Division of labor describes how

they utilize, the objects they pursue, and the

tasks involved in activity are shared among

transformations that occur within an activity

the community. Each of the six constructs

system. Engeström’s (1987) activity systems

(Table 1) has the potential to provoke trans-

model is also represented in the form of a tri-

formation in the other constructs.

angle. The top triangle—Vygotsky’s original
Table 1. Constructs of the Activity System’s Model
Construct

Definition

Examples

Subjects

Individual learners or groups of
learners

• Individual student
• Individual employee

Tools

Social and material artifacts
subjects’ access, use, and
adapt

• Electronic technology (computers,
e-books, software)
• Physical artifacts (classrooms, office
space)
• Prior knowledge

Objects

Goals or motives that subjects
pursue

• Formal course objectives
• Professional development goals

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs
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Rules

Formal and informal regulations
that provide guidance on how
to pursue objects and engage
with social others

• Course policies and instructor
expectations
• Employee contracts and policies
• Student code of conduct
• Unspoken norms and assumptions

Community

The social group with which
subjects identify

• Other students
• Colleagues

Division of
Labor

How tasks are shared amongst
the community

• Formal job responsibilities
• Tasks delegated during group work or
projects
• Student participation in classroom
discussion and activities

Levels of Contradictions

introduced to the central activity system

In order to better understand the transfor-

(e.g., subjects are required to use new tool in

mation and innovation that occurs within ac-

pursuing an object). Quaternary contradic-

tivity systems, Engeström (2001) suggested

tions emerge between the constructs of the

focusing on the manifestation of contradic-

central activity system and those of a neigh-

tions. Such contradictions are normal in ac-

boring activity system (e.g., between the

tivity systems and may appear “as disturb-

rules of one activity system and the rules of

ances, dilemmas, and disruptions that cause

another).

discoordinations or deviations in activity”
(Cross, 2011, p. 825). Engeström (1987,

Joint Activity Systems

2001) identified four levels of contradictions.

Third generation CHAT scholars have in-

Primary contradictions occur within one com-

creasingly shifted their attention toward joint

ponent of the activity system (e.g., subjects

action. More recent scholars (e.g., Roth &

possess the same object but have different

Lee,

views on how to achieve that object). Sec-

enschild, 2009) have stressed activity sys-

ondary contradictions occur between compo-

tems do not occur in isolation but rather bor-

nents of the activity system (e.g., subjects

der, connect to, and interact with numerous

disagree with the rules they must follow in

other systems. Their work focuses on how

pursuing an object). Tertiary contradictions

mediated activity in one activity system ex-

manifest when the object or method for pur-

tends beyond its initial borders and may cre-

suing the object of another activity system is

ate chain reactions of contradictions and

2007;

Yamagata-Lynch

&

Haud-
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transformations across multiple systems

central sites for students’ professional learn-

(Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009).

ing during graduate preparation. Each of
these sites comprises its own activity sys-

Student Affairs Graduate Preparation as

tem, separate from and yet connected to the

Activity System(s)

other. In exploring a CHAT perspective on

The following conceptual model (Figure 1) in-

graduate preparation, I leverage the major

corporates existing scholarship on student

constructs of the activity systems model to

affairs graduate preparation and CHAT. This

describe relevant dimensions of each activity

model acknowledges the multiple and inter-

system. It is important to note that this model,

connected environments in which graduate

even as it attempts to more complexly map

students learn to do student affairs work. Be-

out the dimensions of student affairs gradu-

cause each of these learning environments

ate preparation, in some ways simplifies the

contain distinct configurations of material ar-

contexts in which graduate students learn

tifacts, social others, and rules guiding indi-

and operate. Additional activity systems not

vidual and group behavior, each student par-

present in this model, such as familial and

ticipates in a unique graduate preparation

friend groups or other professional experi-

experience. In order to fully understand the

ence outside of fieldwork, likely play a role in

professional learning that occurs during

shaping what and how graduate students

graduate training, then, one must remain at-

learn during their training. By understanding

tuned to the interactions between individual

the components of each activity system, stu-

students and their social and material reali-

dent affairs faculty members and practition-

ties. Furthermore, this model acknowledges

ers are able to map the dual model of gradu-

graduate preparation as a collection of learn-

ate training in greater detail. The model of-

ing environments situated within and medi-

fers language for describing complex learn-

ated by ever changing social, cultural, and

ing environments and offers guidance on the

historical trends.

intersections between multiple learning envi-

This model frames coursework (e.g.,

ronments that can be used to inform reflec-

academic courses and classroom environ-

tion, advising, and professional development

ments) and fieldwork (e.g., assistantships,

work with graduate students and new profes-

internships, full-time employment) as the

sionals.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Student Affairs Graduate Preparation as Activity System(s)

Subject

ning documents, training sessions, and ma-

The individual student serves as the subject

terial resources in completing fieldwork-re-

of each activity system.

lated activities. Even the physical spaces of
the respective learning environments repre-

Tools

sent tools unique to that activity system. The

Students encounter and have access to

arrangement of a classroom space (rows

unique sets of tools in pursuing certain activ-

versus circular seating, for example) can

ities. In fieldwork spaces, students may uti-

shape how students interact with other mem-

lize textbooks, course syllabi, and online

bers of the learning community and how they

course management platforms in completing

execute classroom discussions and activi-

coursework-related activities. In fieldwork

ties. Layout of a fieldwork office, including

spaces, they may utilize departmental plan-

availability of technology, proximity to supervisor and colleagues, and degree of privacy,

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs
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can shape how students structure their work

content faculty members address in courses

schedules and complete daily tasks.

communicates a hidden curriculum of what
knowledge and whose voice is deemed sup-

Community

posedly essential to the profession (Margo-

Each activity system includes a unique com-

lis, 2001). Through words and actions, field-

munity of social others, such as instructors

work supervisors may communicate informal

and peers in the coursework system and su-

theories about the purpose of their work, the

pervisors and colleagues in the fieldwork

students with whom they work, and the utility

system. This construct is neutral in that it re-

of theory in informing practice (Jones &

fers to social others who are simply present

Abes, 2017).

in the learning environment. Indeed, contradictions or tensions with community mem-

Division of Labor

bers (e.g., cohort-mates or a supervisor) may

The particular rules and community of a

serve as catalyst for a student’s professional

learning environment influence the division

learning and development.

of labor within that environment. For example, in a coursework system, the instructor

Rules

designs a sequence of readings and tasks

Formal and informal rules guide each of the

the student then completes. When working

systems. In coursework environments, the

on collaborative coursework tasks, such as

instructor may implement certain rules (e.g.,

group project and presentations, students

selecting readings and assignments, setting

develop their own division of labor, either

deadlines, enforcing institutional policies)

with formal support from the instructor or

and also create space for students to collab-

through more informal group development

oratively design group norms (e.g., expecta-

processes. Similarly, in a fieldwork context,

tions for class participation and civility) and

the supervisor designs and/or oversees

make decisions about their assignments. In

tasks the student completes. Division of la-

fieldwork environments, federal, state, insti-

bor may also embody principles of co-con-

tutional, and departmental policies inform the

struction as students develop self-directed

scope and nature of work. In both settings,

learning goals for fieldwork experiences and

however, informal rules may play a powerful

class assignments with guidance from fac-

role in shaping how individuals navigate in-

ulty members and/or supervisors.

terpersonal relationships and engage in particular activities. For example, the particular

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

14

Objects

dynamics in the higher education landscape,

Students engage in activity within both sys-

such as increased demands to demonstrate

tems as they pursue particular objects, or the

accountability and changes in student de-

goals of activity. Coursework and fieldwork

mographics. More imperceptible yet ex-

activity systems involve both distinct and re-

tremely potent social forces—for example,

lated objects. Coursework activities, as often

the sociopolitical climate and systems of in-

stated in program curriculum and course syl-

equity such as racism and sexism—may

labi, enable students to develop greater

shape students’ experiences and especially

depth of theoretical knowledge and applica-

mediate how students navigate the formal

tion of that knowledge to their practice. Field-

and informal rules and communities of their

work activities enable the student to practice

respective activity systems.

skills within a real-world context but also
serve to fulfill the functions of the unit for

Levels of Contradictions

which the student works. The two activity

Contradictions,

systems share the common goal, however,

emerging within and between activity sys-

of

the

tems, serve as markers of potential transfor-

knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary

mation and innovation in the system(s)

for effective student affairs practice.

(Engeström, 2001). Since CHAT frames

helping

students

to

develop

the

cumulative

tensions

learning as the process by which individuals
Broader Environmental Trends

transform themselves and their environ-

Graduate preparation programs exist within

ments, the contradictions that emerge in stu-

broader social, cultural, and historical trends.

dent affairs graduate preparation are crucial

Professional

&

to an understanding of students’ professional

NASPA, 2015; CAS, 2019) convey mes-

learning. As research (Harris & Linder, 2018;

sages about what preparation programs

Perez, 2016, 2017; Renn & Jessup-Anger,

should offer students and what sort of profes-

2008) suggests, graduate students face a

sionals students should aspire to be. Profes-

number of unique challenges during their

sional philosophy statements (e.g., American

graduate training and into their professional

Council on Education [ACE], 1937, 1949;

careers. CHAT’s framing of the four levels of

ACPA, 1996; ACPA, 2018; ACPA & NASPA,

contradictions offers insight into why these

2015) provide a shared narrative for the his-

challenges occur and helps to name their

tory of the field and its ongoing evolution.

root causes. Contradictions help us name

standards

(e.g.,

ACPA

Student affairs divisions respond to shifting

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

15

the particular challenges and sites of learn-

balance coursework and fieldwork require-

ing that may occur as students navigate both

ments). Revisiting Engeström’s (1987, 2001)

a single learning environment (i.e., a particu-

four levels of contradictions, I conceptualize

lar course or fieldwork site) and the interac-

each level within a potential student affairs

tions between environments (i.e., attempts to

graduate preparation context (Table 2).

Table 2. Levels of Contradictions in Student Affairs Graduate Preparation
Contradiction
Level

Description

Potential Manifestation in Graduate Preparation

Primary

Occurs within one
component of an
activity system

Contradiction within the rules component of an activity system: Formal policies for supervision and
reporting in the fieldwork site contradict with the
unspoken, informal practices for supervision and
reporting. For example, a graduate student may officially report to a particular full-time practitioner but
in reality, receive little guidance from that person.
Instead, they build a close mentoring relationship
with another colleague in the office.

Secondary

Occurs between
components of an
activity system

Contradiction between the tools and object of an
activity system: Readings and scholarship utilized
in a particular course do not align with the academic program’s guiding mission and goals. For
example, whereas the program espouses emphasis on intercultural competence and critical perspectives on education, readings in the introductory student development theory course focus exclusively on dominant student populations and fail
to interrogate alternative ways of conceptualizing
human development (Abes, Jones, & Stewart,
2019).

Tertiary

Occurs when the
object or tools for
pursuing the object of
one system is
introduced to
another system

Contradiction between the tools of one system and
the object of another system: The institution requires a student’s fieldwork office to adopt a new
technology platform that does not align with the office’s unique needs and purposes. For example,
the Vice President for Student Affairs requires all
division units to collect assessment data through a
tool focused primarily on student satisfaction. This
conflicts with the student activities office’s strategic
plan to shift away from student satisfaction and toward student learning.
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Occurs between the
components of
neighboring activity
systems
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Contradiction between rules of one system and the
rules of another system: The academic program’s
expectations for a student differ from those of the
student’s fieldwork office. For example, a course
instructor expects a student working in residence
life to carefully prepare for class and read all assigned material. However, while preparing for
class, the student receives an emergency call via
the duty line that occupies them for the rest of the
evening. The student cannot simultaneously satisfy
academic and fieldwork expectations.

Implications for Research

sociocultural learning perspective may con-

This conceptual model can guide future em-

tribute to the existing body of literature by

pirical research on graduate preparation.

more explicitly focusing on the social, cul-

Further research can utilize this CHAT-ori-

tural, and physical environments in which

ented framework to investigate how the dis-

graduate training occurs and how unique

tinct yet still interconnected nature of course-

constellations of environments may interact

work and fieldwork environments shapes

with one another in shaping graduate stu-

graduate student learning during their train-

dents’ professional practice.

ing. Such research might look broadly at the
learning environments students navigate or

Implications for Practice

might focus on specific elements of the activ-

In conceptualizing graduate preparation

ity systems model, such as the tools students

through a sociocultural learning lens, this

access, use, and adapt in pursuing their pro-

model

fessional goals or the levels of contradictions

strengthening preparation programs. First,

they encounter. In addition to student-fo-

faculty members and supervisors might use

cused scholarship, this model can also guide

the model as a reflective mapping tool. Grad-

research focused on other actors such as

uate students could identify the various as-

faculty members and fieldwork supervisors.

pects of their coursework and fieldwork

Such research may investigate these actors’

learning environments using the activity sys-

roles in shaping learning environments, in-

tems constructs (tools, objects, rules, com-

cluding the tools they make available, the

munity, and division of labor) and reflect on

rules they enforce, and the division of labor

potential contradictions emerging within and

they establish. Ultimately, research on stu-

between learning environments. This initial

dent affairs graduate preparation utilizing a

provides

several

directions

for
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mapping could inform intentional conversa-

pens within each of the environments, pri-

tions about how graduate students are navi-

marily overseen by different individuals, but

gating their training and how they are devel-

learning also happens across these environ-

oping as student affairs practitioners. Alt-

ments

hough such conversations may spark disso-

knowledge to their daily fieldwork practice

nance for graduate students, guidance may

and use their lived experiences to enrich

help them make meaning of their experi-

classroom engagement. Although scholars

ences in a way that strengthens their internal

have stressed the importance of collabora-

voice and developmental capacity (Perez,

tion between faculty members and fieldwork

2017). For example, faculty members and

supervisors, they have also noted their differ-

supervisors may help graduate students de-

ing cultures, priorities, and perspectives

velop a more internalized sense of profes-

(Cuyjet et al., 2009; Dickerson et al., 2011;

sionalism, their own professional identity,

Perez, 2017). Thus, this model may give fac-

and their unique professional development

ulty members and fieldwork supervisors

goals. They should stress that contradictions

more specific framing and language for un-

present within and across learning environ-

derstanding the “other side” and their rela-

ments—and the dissonance they create—

tionship. For example, faculty members may

are not necessarily problematic but rather

consider how the formal and informal rules a

can help one identify sites of transformation

graduate student encounters in their specific

and learning (Engeström, 2001). Graduate

fieldwork placement shapes their response

students might periodically revisit their maps

to profession-wide standards and values

to examine how they, their learning environ-

they may review for class. Fieldwork super-

ments, and their goals may have changed

visors may consider how a graduate stu-

over the course of their training.

dent’s burgeoning exposure to student de-

as

students

apply

theoretical

Second, this conceptual model may

velopment theories influences their interac-

help individuals who work closely with grad-

tions with undergraduate student staff or ad-

uate students to see a “bigger picture” of

visees. Common language about the various

graduate preparation. It highlights the unique

facets of their work may foster more frequent,

balance, even tension, between the distinct

more intentional collaboration.

yet interconnected nature of the coursework

Third, using this model to foster the

and fieldwork learning environments that

kind of collaboration noted above may ad-

comprise graduate training. Learning hap-

dress many of the training issues cited in cur-
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rent literature. For example, discussion be-

Fourth, the conceptual model can be

tween faculty members and supervisors

used to guide practice with not only graduate

about the spoken and unspoken rules in

students, but also new practitioners recently

coursework, fieldwork, and between those

transitioned out of their training programs. A

environments may foster new approaches

CHAT-oriented perspective on student af-

for helping graduate students read and tran-

fairs graduate preparation stresses that

sition

cultures

learners and their goals exist within social,

(Cooper et al., 2016; Renn & Jessup-Anger,

cultural, and historical legacies. These lega-

2008). Shared understanding about the tools

cies follow and continue to exert influence on

available within coursework and specific

individuals as they move into new environ-

fieldwork placements may assist faculty

ments. Individuals working with new practi-

members and supervisors in helping gradu-

tioners, then, should be aware of their grad-

ate students to develop and maintain agency

uate training environments and experiences.

over their own professional development

Supervisors could use the conceptual model

planning (Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008).

to develop on-boarding protocols for new su-

Shared understanding of available tools and

pervisees. For example, supervisors could

the stated objects of each environment may

use similar mapping activities described ear-

also help faculty members and supervisors

lier to help new practitioners reflect on their

more intentionally create skill development

graduate preparation and how dimensions of

experiences. For example, faculty members

their graduate training environments may be

and supervisors may mutually embed small-

similar and different from their new environ-

scale assessment or budgeting outcomes

ments. Supervisors could also use the map-

and experiences within graduate assis-

ping activity to help new practitioners make

tantship duties in order to address those ad-

sense of the dimensions of their new envi-

ministrative deficiencies noted in previous re-

ronments. Such activities could be especially

search (Cooper et al., 2016; Dickerson et al.,

helpful for new practitioners with collateral

2011; Herdlein, 2004). Ultimately greater col-

assignments (e.g., a hall director also serv-

laboration and shared language between

ing as a conduct hearing officer) who work

faculty members and supervisors reinforces

within and across multiple offices.

into

new

organizational

their mutual roles as practitioners in training
future student affairs practitioners and the

Conclusion

importance of both coursework and fieldwork

Although the preparation and readiness of

as sites of learning.

emerging student affairs practitioners has
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long been the subject of professional and

and making sense of complex learning envi-

scholarly interest, previous studies have uti-

ronments. Additionally, this model attunes us

lized a relatively narrow theoretical tradition

to sites of professional transformation and

to understand graduate students’ experi-

learning by focusing on various forms of so-

ences and how they learn to do student af-

ciocultural contradictions that emerge for

fairs work. In drawing upon tenets of CHAT,

graduate students within and across learning

a sociocultural learning perspective, the con-

environments. By understanding these con-

ceptual model presented here provides addi-

tradictions, graduate students and the edu-

tional richness and complexity in mapping

cators who work closely with them gain

the dimensions of the dual model (course-

greater insight into why these contradictions

work and fieldwork) so often utilized in grad-

emerge and how they contribute to profes-

uate preparation programs. This model dis-

sional learning. Attention to the sociocultural

tills coursework and fieldwork environments

environments that comprise student affairs

into corresponding constituent parts and

training provides greater insight into gradu-

highlights the connections between these

ate student professional learning and prepar-

environments. In doing so, the model pro-

edness for the field.

vides specific language for breaking down
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The Role of Gender on Holistic Grief Effects
Experienced by College Students
Christiana Olaleye (University of West Georgia)
Mary Alice Varga (University of West Georgia)

This study examined the grief effects college students experience when losing a loved one and
whether grief effects vary based on gender. Grief effects were outlined by the Holistic Impact of
Bereavement and included emotional, cognitive, physical, behavioral, interpersonal, and spiritual
effects. The researchers hypothesized that college students would experience all six grief effects,
primarily emotional and cognitive effects. The researchers also hypothesized that female students
would experience statistically significantly greater grief effects than male students, specifically
emotional and cognitive effects. Results indicated a statistically significant difference in the emotional, physical, cognitive, and behavioral grief effects experienced between female and male
students with female students experiencing greater effects than male students. Implications for
these findings are addressed. Future research recommendations are also provided.
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Losing a loved one is an experience that eve-

in changes in academics, including de-

ryone encounters. For college students, ap-

creased grade point averages and de-

proximately 35 to 45% on any given campus

creased

have experienced a loss within the previous

(Servaty-Seib & Hamilton, 2006; Walker et

two years (Cousins, Servaty-Seib, & Lock-

al., 2012). These effects can have significant

man, 2017; Varga & Varga, 2019). College

impacts on academic success. Physical ef-

students are affected by grief in various

fects can include crying, headaches, insom-

ways. Grief effects can include those that are

nia, weight loss, and poor appearance (Har-

emotional, cognitive, physical, behavioral, in-

dison,

terpersonal, or spiritual. Emotional grief ef-

LaGrand, 1985; Vickio, Cavanaugh, & Attig,

fects, such as depression, sadness, anger,

1990). Behavioral effects include increased

shock, disbelief, fear, and denial, have been

alcohol consumption, drug, or tobacco use,

consistently reported by bereaved college

risky sexual behavior, and disordered eating

students (Balk, 1997; Balk & Varga, 2018;

(Balk, 2011; Balk & Vesta, 1998; Taubman-

LaGrand, 1985; & Walker, Hathcoat, &

Ben-Ari, 2004). Female college students are

Noppe, 2012). These are the most prominent

more likely to experience headaches, insom-

grief effects that college students experi-

nia, and be at a higher risk for disordered eat-

ence.

ing (Beam, Servaty-Seib, & Mathews, 2004;
The current study utilized the Holistic

motivation

Neimeyer,

and

&

concentration

Lichstein,

2005;

LaGrand, 1985).

Impact of Bereavement to examine grief ef-

Students can also feel interpersonal

fects college students experience (Balk,

or worldly grief effects. Interpersonal effects

2011). This framework outlines the multidi-

can include feelings of isolation and loneli-

mensional grief effects that can occur for col-

ness, as well as changes in relationships

lege students, which include cognitively,

(Balk, Tyson-Rawson, & Colletti-Wetzel,

physically, emotionally, behaviorally, inter-

1993). Grieving students report increases in

personally, and spiritually. Female college

the closeness of relationships, as well as de-

students are specifically more likely to expe-

creasing closeness and relationship strain

rience emotional effects, such as feelings of

(Vickio et al., 1990). Spiritual or world as-

emptiness,

men

sumption grief effects are reported by college

(LaGrand, 1985). Students can experience

students. These include changes in religious,

cognitive effects with academics. Studies

spiritual, and world assumption beliefs. Stu-

have shown that loss experiences can result

dents can shift their belief in how they view

when

compared

to

their beliefs and the world, which can affect
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their coping. Grieving college students can

The email students received outlined the pur-

believe in a less meaningful world than non-

pose of the study, and a link to the survey via

grieving peers (Balk, 2008 & Balk, 1997).

Qualtrics, the university-supported survey

The purpose of this study was to examine the

platform. The beginning of the survey con-

holistic grief effects college students experi-

tained an informed consent statement. The

ence when losing a loved one and whether

contact information for a university counsel-

grief effects vary based on gender. The re-

ing services and a local 24-hour mental

search questions guiding this study were:

health provider was listed at the beginning

1. What holistic grief effects do college

and end of the survey for students who may

students experience a death loss?

have experienced uncomfortable feelings

2. What is the relationship between ho-

due to the sensitive topic of grief and loss.

listic grief effects and gender?
The researchers hypothesized that college

Complete data were downloaded into SPSS
for analysis.

students would experience all six holistic
grief effects (cognitive, physical, emotional,

Instrumentation

behavioral, interpersonal, and spiritual) with

The survey contained demographic ques-

students identifying as female students ex-

tions and questions regarding grief experi-

periencing more holistic grief effects than

ences connected to the loss of a loved one.

male students.

Loss was defined as a “death-related loss” or
the death loss of a person or pet (Corr, Corr,
Methods

& Doka, 2019, p. 215). College students who

This survey research study was conducted at

did not experience the loss of a person or pet

a regional university in the Southeast United

were routed to the end of the survey. College

States. The Institutional Review Board ap-

students who did experience a loss were

proved the study. The Dean of Students sup-

asked specific questions about the loved one

ported the study, and the university counsel-

they lost. If they experienced more than one

ing center was also consulted. The Office of

loss, students were asked to answer ques-

Information Technology provided email ad-

tions about their most difficult loss.

dresses for students who provided permis-

College students were asked to re-

sion for their email addresses to be used for

port the various Holistic Impact of Bereave-

research purposes. Approximately 12,000

ment grief effects they experienced, includ-

students were emailed an invitation to partic-

ing emotional, cognitive, physical, behav-

ipate in the study.

ioral, interpersonal, spiritual (Balk, 2011).
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The grief effects and examples for each one

1 (“Not affected at all”) to 5 (“Significantly af-

was provided (see Table 1). Students were

fected”), or they could prefer not to respond.

asked to rate each grief effect on a scale of
Table 1. Holistic Grief Effects Options
Grief Effects
Emotional

Example
Feeling sad, angry, guilty, regret, etc.

Cognitive

Having a hard time concentrating, studying,
playing attention in class, etc.

Physical

Feeling fatigue, illness, headaches, insomnia,
etc.

Behavioral

Crying, smoking, drinking, changes in sexual
activity, irrational outbursts, etc.

Interpersonal

Changes in relationships, feelings of isolation, etc.

Spiritual/World Assumptions

Changes in thoughts regarding religion or
spirituality, meaning of life, etc.

Results

Sample
The sample consisted of 508 college students. The majority of college students iden-

Grief Effects

tified as female (n = 270, 66%) while 14% (n

The first research question examined the

= 56) identified as male. A large number of

grief effects college students experience

college students (n = 412, 81%) reported ex-

when losing a loved one. This question was

periencing a loss. The most common loss

answered with descriptive statistics, includ-

was the death of a grandparent due to ill-

ing means and standard deviations. Stu-

ness. Specific loss experiences are dis-

dents reported the strongest effects of grief

played in Table 2.

emotionally. Moderate to strong cognitive,
behavioral, physical, and interpersonal grief
effects were reported, with moderate world
assumptions/spirituality grief effects. All results appear in Table 3.
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Table 2. Student Loss Experiences
Loss Characteristics
Deceased Relationship
Grandparent
Parent
Friend
Other
Aunt/Uncle
Cousin
Pet
Sibling
Cause of Death
Illness
Accident
Suicide
Murder
Unsure
Drugs/Alcohol
Other
Time Since Loss
0-6 months
7-12 months
13-24 months
25-36 months
More than 36 months ago

N

Percentage

170
80
60
33
30
18
11
10

41%
19%
15%
8%
7%
5%
3%
2%

184
75
40
28
14
13
58

45%
18%
10%
7%
4%
3%
14%

75
35
47
46
184

18%
8%
11%
11%
45%

N = 412 student participants

Table 3. Grief Effects Experienced by College Students
Grief Effects

Mean

Standard Deviation

Emotional
4.53
0.88
Cognitive
3.64
1.34
Behavioral
3.41
1.45
Physical
3.38
1.41
Interpersonal
3.23
1.47
World Assumptions
2.95
1.60
Note. 1= Not affected at all, 2 = Slightly affected, 3 = Affected, 4 = Moderately affected,
5 = Significantly affected
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Grief Effects and Gender

Overall, college students reported emotional

The second research question examined the

grief effects as the strongest effects they ex-

relationship between grief effects and stu-

perienced when losing a loved one, followed

dent gender. An independent samples t-test

by cognitive, behavioral, physical, and inter-

was run to determine if there were statisti-

personal

cally significant differences in grief effects

tions/spiritual grief effects were moderate.

between female and male students.

Female students reported statistically signifi-

•

grief

effects.

World

assump-

Female students (M = 4.61, SD =

cantly stronger emotional, physical, cogni-

0.72) experienced more emotional

tive, and behavioral grief effects.

grief effects than male students (M =

•

•

•

4.02, SD = 1.21), a statistically signif-

Discussion

icant difference, M = 0.59, 95% CI [-

This study found similar loss experiences as

.832, -.353], t(321) = -4.865, p = .001.

previous studies (Cousins et al., 2017; Varga

Female students (M = 3.73, SD =

& Varga, 2019). Findings are also consistent

1.31) experienced more cognitive

with the various grief effects that college stu-

grief effects than male students (M =

dents experience. Furthermore, this study

3.14, SD = 1.42), a statistically signif-

specifically outlined how students who iden-

icant difference, M = 0.59, 95% CI [-

tify as female are affected differently by their

.970, -.202], t(323) = -3.002, p = .003.

grief when compared to their male counter-

Female students (M = 3.46, SD =

parts.

1.37) experienced more physical

Colleges must strive to understand

grief effects than male students (M =

student grief that takes place on their cam-

2.89, SD = 1.57), a statistically signif-

puses. Gaining a deeper understanding of

icant difference, M = 0.57, 95% CI [-

the effects grieving college students experi-

.971, -.158], t(323) = -2.729, p = .007.

ence is important to understand how to assist

Female students (M = 3.42, SD =

them during this process. College faculty and

1.45) experienced more behavioral

staff are on the front lines of encountering

grief effects than male students (M =

college students and could serve as a source

2.89, SD = 1.49), a statistically signif-

of support for grieving students (Varga,

icant difference, M = 0.53, 95% CI [-

Varga, Balentyne, & Lanier, 2020). College

.948, -.106], t(323) = -2.465, p = .014.

students who do not adequately cope with
losing a loved one are at risk for prolonged
grief disorder, complicated grief, or the newly
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designated persistent complex bereavement

about their bereavement situations during

disorder (American Psychiatric Association,

their times of grief.

2013; Boelen, van de Schoot, van den Hout,
& de Keijser, 2010; Prigerson et al., 2009).

Recommendations for Future Research

They are also at risk for engaging in un-

Continued research on grief effects is

healthy coping behaviors, which can result in

needed to understand better how to help

discipline issues or academic concerns

grieving college students when they lose a

(Servaty-Seib & Taub, 2010). Colleges and

loved one. The major limitation of this study

universities that become aware of potential

is that more female students responded to

grief effects can work to best support griev-

the survey than male students. An additional

ing students.

study that includes more male students

Campus counseling centers can also

would provide additional insight into their

help support grieving college students. Since

grief experiences. Furthermore, students

female students report more positive atti-

who do not identify as part of the gender bi-

tudes regarding grief counseling and greater

nary (male or female) were not represented

grief effects, it is important for campus coun-

in this study. A larger response rate of col-

seling centers to promote these resources

lege students would also strengthen findings

(Breen, Croucamp, & Rees, 2018). Further-

related to grief effects.

more, female students who experience the

The design of the instrument pre-

loss of a mother are more likely to report de-

sents limitations specific to holistic grief ef-

pression, feelings of hopelessness, and sui-

fects. While students were asked to respond

cidal ideation (Lawrence, Jeglic, Matthews, &

on effects at a global level (cognitive, emo-

Pepper, 2006). Campus counselors can as-

tional, physical, etc.), these findings do not

sist with positive coping of grief effects.

provide data regarding more specific grief ef-

Finally, student bereavement institu-

fects (loss of concentration, crying, smoking,

tional policies can be created or revised to

etc.). Developing an instrument to administer

better support students experiencing grief ef-

to students to systematically measure these

fects. A limited number of college campuses

specific grief effects on six different sub-

in the United States have bereavement poli-

scales would provide specific insight into stu-

cies in place for students (Servaty-Seib &

dent experiences with loss. Furthermore, in-

Liew, 2019). Otherwise, students are respon-

cluding a component that asks students how

sible for approaching faculty and others

long their effects last and support sought to
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cope with loss would also be beneficial for

especially for a diverse student population.

campus communities to know.

Further investigations into the various grief

The quantitative nature of this study

effects students experience based on their

is also a limitation. Engaging in qualitative re-

demographics or other personal characteris-

search to interview individual students would

tics are important to understand as our col-

provide an opportunity to better understand

lege campuses become a more diverse

more specifics about various grief effects,

place.

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

34

REFERENCES
American Psychiatric Association (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders
(5th ed.). American Psychiatric Publishing.
Balk, D. E. (2008). Grieving: 22 to 30 percent of all college students. New Directions for Student
Services, 121, 5-14. https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.262
Balk, D. E. (1997). Death, bereavement, and college students: A descriptive analysis. Mortality,
2(3), 207-220. https://doi.org/10.1080/713685866
Balk, D. E. (2011). Helping the bereaved college student. Springer Publishing Company.
Balk, D. E., Tyson-Rawson, K., & Colletti-Wetzel, J. (1993). Social support as an intervention
with bereaved college students. Death Studies, 17(5), 427-450.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481189308253387
Balk, D. E., & Varga, M. A. (2018). Attachment bonds and social media in the lives of bereaved
college students. In D. Klass & E. Steffen (Eds.), Continuing Bonds (2nd ed., pp. 303316). Routledge.
Balk, D. E. & Vesta, L. C. (1998). Psychological development during four years of bereavement:
A longitudinal case study. Death Studies, 22, 23-41.
https://doi.org/10.1080/074811898201713
Beam, M. R., Servaty-Seib, H. L., & Mathews, L. (2004). Parental loss and eating-related
cognitions and behaviors in college-age women. Journal of Loss and Trauma, (9)3, 247255. https://doi.org/10.1080/15325020490458336
Boelen, P. A., van de Schoot, R., van den Hout, M., & de Keijser, J. (2010). Prolonged grief disorder, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder are distinguishable syndromes.
Journal of Affective Disorders, 125(1-3), 374-378.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2010.01.076
Breen, L. J., Croucamp, C. J., & Rees, C. S. (2018). What do people really think about grief
counseling? Examining community attitudes. Death Studies, 43(10), 611-618.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2018.1506527
Corr, C. A., Corr, D. M., & Doka, K. J. (2019). Death & dying, life & living (8th ed.). Cengage.
Cousins, C., Servaty-Seib, H. L., & Lockman, J. (2017). College student adjustment and coping:
Bereaved and nonbereaved students. OMEGA Journal of Death and Dying, 74(4), 386409. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0030222815598911

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

35

Hardison, H. G., Neimeyer, R. A., & Lichstein, K. L. (2005). Insomnia and complicated grief
symptoms in bereaved college students. Behavioral Sleep Medicine, 3(2), 99-111.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15402010bsm0302_4
LaGrand, L. E. (1985). College student loss and response. New Directions for Student Services,
31, 15-28. https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.37119853104
Lawrence, E., Jeglic, E. L., Matthews, L. T., & Pepper, C. M. (2006). Gender differences in grief
reactions following the death of a parent. OMEGA Journal of Death and Dying, 52(4),
323-337. https://doi.org/10.2190%2F55WN-1VUF-TQ3W-GD53
Prigerson, H. G., Horowitz, M. J., Jacobs, S. C., Parkes, C. M., Aslan, M., Goodkin, K.,Raphael,
B., Marwit, S. J., Wortman, C., Neimeyer, R. A., Bonanno, G. A., Block, S. D., Kissane,
D., Boelen, P., Maercker, A., Litz, B. T., Johnson, J. G., First, M. B., & Maciejewski, P. K.
(2009). Prolonged grief disorder: Psychometric validation of criteria proposed for DSM-V
and ICD-11. PLoS Medicine, 6(8), 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000121
Servaty-Seib, H. L., & Hamilton, L. A. (2006). Educational performance and persistence of bereaved college students. Educational performance and persistence of bereaved college
students. Journal of College Student Development, 47(2), 225-234.
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2006.0024
Servaty-Seib, H. L., & Liew C. H. (2019). Advocating for bereavement leave policies for college
students. Journal of College Student Development, 60(2), 240-244.
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2019.0021
Servaty-Seib, H. L., & Taub, D. J. (2010). Bereavement and college students: The role of
counseling psychology. The Counseling Psychologist, 38(7), 947-975.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0011000010366485
Taubman-Ben-Ari, O. (2004). Intimacy and risky sexual behavior – what does it have to do with
death? Death Studies, 28(9), 865-887. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180490490988
Varga, M. A., & Varga, M. D. (2019). Grieving college students use of social media. Illness, Crisis, and Loss, 29(4), 290-300. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1054137319827426
Varga, M. A. & Varga, M. D., Balentyne, P, & Lanier, B. (2020). Holistically understanding and
supporting bereaved emerging adults. Mortality, 26(1), 36-48.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13576275.2020.1732315
Vickio, C. J., Cavanaugh, J. C., & Attig, T. W. (1990). Perceptions of grief among university
students. Death Studies, 14(3), 231-240. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481189008252364

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

36

Walker, A. C., Hathcoat, J. D., & Noppe, I. C. (2012). College student bereavement experience
in a Christian university. OMEGA Journal of Death and Dying, 64(3), 241-259.
https://doi.org/10.2190%2FOM.64.3.d

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
Christiana Olaleye is an undergraduate student at the University of
West Georgia majoring in Biology on a pre-medical track. While at UWG,
she has served as the secretary and vice president of the International
Students club, educating on and celebrating diversity on campus. Christiana has also worked at multiple departments at UWG, most recently the
admissions department. As an international student, she intimately understands how lived experiences differ amongst various cohorts. This has
sparked her interest in the studies of gender and intersectionality. Christiana hopes to one day utilize this understanding in her practice of medicine
for minority and underserved populations.
Email: colaley1@my.westga.edu

Mary Alice Varga, Ph.D. is an interim department chair, doctoral program director, and professor of educational research in the Department of
Leadership, Research, and School Improvement at the University of West
Georgia. She is a member of the Association of Death and Education
Counseling and the Southern Association for College Student Affairs. She
is a co-editor for the College Student Affairs Journal and on the Editorial
Board for Illness, Crisis, and Loss. Her main research focuses on student
grief across the lifespan with an emphasis on adolescents and college
students.
Email: maryalice@westga.edu

Scholarly Articles (Research, Conceptual & Literature Reviews)

37

In search of safety: A case study of LGBT+
college students’ perception of safe spaces at a
rural university
Ryan Campen (Louisiana State University)
Jamie L. Workman (Valdosta State University)
James G. Archibald (Bellarmine University)

The purpose of this study was to better understand how LGBT+ college students find a safe space
on college and university campuses when there is not one already provided for them. Strange
and Banning’s (2015) four environments served as the theoretical framework. Data were collected
through individual interviews with six college students who identify within the LGBT+ community
and attend a mid-sized institution in South Georgia which does not have an established safe
space. Students indicated locations like the library, front lawn, and individuals such as faculty,
staff, and student organizations offered safe spaces. The results can better inform student affairs
educators or any professional who works with LGBT+ populations on how to better support these
students. It also supports the trend of colleges and universities establishing safe spaces for their
LGBT+ students.

Campen, R., Workman, J.L., & Archibald, J.G. (2022). In search of safety:
A case study of LGBT+ college students’ perception of safe spaces at a rural
university. Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs, 38(1), 37-58.
ISSN: 2330-7269
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Colleges and universities strive to create in-

space at their institution solely dedicated to

clusive environments that foster academic

LGBT+ students. The purpose of this quali-

success and honor the identities of their stu-

tative study was to explain how LGBT+ stu-

dents. As college populations become more

dents create a community and form their own

diverse over generations there are many

safe space on a college campus without one.

challenges to ensure that all populations are
protected. One specific population that has

Background

grown tremendously in terms of visibility are

When observing higher education environ-

students that identify under the umbrella

ments today, it is apparent that institutions

term

and

have become more inclusive of gender and

Transgender (LGBT+) (Legg et al., 2020).

sexuality diversity. Notably, there are now

LGBT+ students have had a long history of

more than 250 colleges and universities with

fighting for inclusion and safety on college

some form of a LGBT+ resource center in the

campuses (Beemyn, 2019). Some college

United States (Consortium of Higher Educa-

campuses have safe spaces on their cam-

tion LGBT Resource Professionals, 2021)

puses; physical places on campus that are

and many have an LGBT+ studies program

specifically set aside for LGBT+ students and

(Younger, 2020). While there have been

allies to be themselves and share their ideas

many advancements there is still more that

and feelings without risk of being persecuted

can be done to improve the state of LGBT+

or judged for their beliefs or identities (Pitcher

individuals on college and university cam-

et al., 2018). Some administrators and stu-

puses.

of

Lesbian,

Gay,

Bisexual,

dent affairs educators criticize safe spaces,

In a study of 11,362 students in 23

noting that they can shelter students from

high schools indicated that LGBT+ students

having tough conversations that would en-

exhibited higher rates of depression and sui-

hance academic growth (Brown & Mangan,

cidal behavior in comparison to heterosexual

2016). Others argue that safe spaces in-

and cis-gendered students (Espelage &

crease the feeling of inclusion for college stu-

Merrin, 2016). A separate study of 347

dents with historically marginalized identities.

LGBT+ students across the United States

Harpalani (2017) asserted that safe spaces

found that 89% of participants indicated they

aid to the educational benefits of diversity by

had experienced low occurrences of physical

becoming a marketplace of ideas.

While

bullying victimization related to their sexual

many college campuses have established a

orientation or gender identity and 1.4% had

safe space program, some do not have a set

experience physical bullying victimization at
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a high frequency (Moran et al., 2018). The

demonstrates that schools need to do a bet-

same study also reported the highest fre-

ter job of protecting and ensuring their stu-

quencies of bullying came in the form of ver-

dents, particularly their Students of Color, re-

bal bullying and they had the most support

ceive the support they need and that institu-

from their peers. These studies demonstrate

tions are truly enforcing non-discrimination

while campus climates have improved for

policies.

LGBT+ college students, there is still work

One reason that LGBT+ students

that can be done to ensure college students

may not feel as safe on campus is because

are being cared for and safe.

of the practice and history of the Traditionally

The most recent national analysis of

Heterogender Institution (THI). The THI is a

campus climates specifically for LGBT+ indi-

concept that was developed from the notion

viduals was completed by Campus Pride in

of a Traditionally White Institution (TWI)

2010 (Rankin et al., 2010). The report in-

(Preston & Hoffman, 2015). A TWI is an ab-

cluded 5,149 responses, 2,384 of which

straction of Critical Race Theory applied to

were from undergraduate students. Partici-

institutions of higher education to determine

pants who identified as part of the LGBT+

how students of color are being supported or

community had all experienced high levels of

undermined by institutions that have a long

harassment in comparison to their straight

history of predominately serving White stu-

and cis-gender counterparts. In the report,

dents (Iverson, 2007). Similarly, THI applies

students reported higher levels in compari-

Queer Theory to higher education institu-

son to the faculty and other participants.

tions. Preston and Hoffman (2015) explain

LGBT+ participants also reported lower lev-

how LGBT+ resource centers and safe

els of comfortability on campus and the com-

spaces seek to provide students with emo-

fort levels of Students of Color were even

tional, mental, and health support while

less so. Students of Color were also more

providing a space on campus for students to

likely to have witnessed and been harassed

feel welcomed and comfortable but the goals

in comparison to their White peers (Rankin et

may provide some disadvantages that con-

al., 2010). The results of this study are alarm-

tinuously promote the idea of a THI. Re-

ing, and institutions of higher education need

source centers perpetuate this negativity by

to take this report and their own campus cli-

focusing only on the support of students.

mate reports into consideration when making

Preston and Hoffman (2015) argue

decisions that affect the LGBT+ community

that LGBT+ centers need to do a better job

on

of

their

campus.

The

report

also

promoting

advocacy

and

social
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transformation as a part of mission state-

narrow definitions of gender membership re-

ments and goals. The language used by cen-

quirements” (2018, p. 40). To get away from

ters often ‘others’ LGBT+ students, making

the practices of a THI, institutions must in-

them feel less than heterosexual and cis-

clude LGBT+ students in all-campus events

gender students because of the extra sup-

and activities to prevent ‘othering’ LGBT+

port they need. Preston and Hoffman (2015)

students. Institutions should also investigate

recommend that instead of ‘othering’ LGBT+

advocating for changes regarding residence

students, centers should promote engage-

halls, athletic facilities, and other locations so

ment in the larger institution and community

that transgender and non-binary students

by expanding their horizons by getting in-

are able to participate without fear of feeling

volved in other campus and community ac-

different and not welcomed.

tivities.
LGBT+ students have reported that

Safe Spaces

just because an institution is LGBT+ friendly,

Safe spaces have an unclear beginning but

it does not mean that LGBT+ students are

started off as community spaces for social

immune from threats, acts of violence, or

movements such as the civil rights move-

feelings

campus.

ment, the woman’s movement, and others.

Through a visual and discourse study of an

Safe spaces serve as a way for marginalized

institution, Pryor (2018) conducted a study in

communities to come together and escape

which students illustrated locations on cam-

their oppressors (Oglesby, 2019), to escape

pus that evoked feelings of discomfort

trauma or triggering events (Byron, 2017),

among LGBT+ college students. Almost all

and activism (Pasque & Vargas, 2014). Safe

the participants had mentioned that Greek

spaces on college campuses have been

life, campus recreation, and athletics height-

used by many different groups of students.

ened feelings of self-consciousness and un-

Students seek out support and will try to find

easiness. The reason the students state this

spaces that make them feel comfortable and

is because of the heavily binary system of

free of harm.

discomfort

while

on

these functional areas. Pryor wrote: “These

While some colleges and universities

systems are historically situated along the

have safe spaces as a resource for their stu-

gender binary, rooted in masculinist tradi-

dents to use, others do not (Pitcher et al,

tions, and perpetuated in residential life facil-

2018). On college campuses without desig-

ities, campus locker room facilities… or

nated safe spaces, students seek out other

through Greek organizations that provide

areas or people on campus that can become
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a mentor or a safe person for them to talk to.

themselves visible and known as member of,

Examples of this are evident through Wexel-

or ally to, the LGBTQ community (2016).

baum’s (2018) study of the correlation be-

In higher education, safe spaces

tween library usage and LGBT student reten-

have been used to refer to areas on campus

tion. Using “LGBT” (p. 31) as an umbrella

where students of marginalized identities

term, Wexelbaum deduced that LGBT stu-

would be at low risk of harm from both real

dents will feel safe in the library because

and perceived, connect with fellow members

since a young age queer students have

of the identity groups. This has caused com-

demonstrated an affinity for libraries. Librar-

peting ideologies on what a safe space is

ies being a safe space may be even more

meant for. Some see safe spaces to coddle

evident on campus where there are no safe

students and not challenge them academi-

spaces because there is usually always a li-

cally or socially. Others believe that safe

brary on a college campus but not always a

spaces provide the comfortability of being

safe space.

open to sharing ideas and having an open

Similarly, Southerland (2018) ex-

conversation on a multitude of topics (Ali,

plored music classrooms as a safe space for

2007) Both arguments illustrate that students

“LGBTQ” (p. 40) students. Southerland as-

of historically marginalized identities do ex-

serted that music and the activities of music

perience some form of harm or harassment.

classrooms can reduce anxiety and stress

The latter viewpoint sees this as a reason to

for LGBTQ students. Southerland provided

provide the spaces but the former imagines

implications for music educators working

that the harm could offer a space for dialogue

with LGBTQ students, most notably the need

and discussion surrounding which could ben-

to create a stress-reducing learning environ-

efit all involved parties.

ment and to use inclusive language in their

While safe spaces can detract from

classrooms. Linley et al. (2016), furthered

an educational moment for the students, the

this in their study of faculty as sources of sup-

harm that the marginalized student may ex-

port for “LGBTQ” (p. 55). Using a subset of

perience is not always considered in this

data from a national study on LGBTQ student

school of thought which is inherently unjust

success, the researchers determined ways

and ascribes to the ideology of people in the

in which faculty can support the population.

position of power. To keep individuals safe,

Formal and informal interactions, both inside

one must be free of real and perceived

and outside of the classroom, developing

threats of violence. Fast (2018) furthers:

non-heteronormative curricula, and making
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and the lived experiences of the individual
while they have been in this space.

able in creating the shared world. When mar-

Strange and Banning’s (2015) four

ginalized groups are denied physical and

environments of colleges and universities

psychological right to remittance from vio-

served as the primary framework for this

lence, they are also denied right to recogni-

study. Those four environments are the

tion and instead often suffer from misrecog-

physical, human aggregate, organizational,

nition. (pp. 4-5)

and the socially constructed. All play an im-

Fast (2018) explicates how she cre-

portant role in understanding how to best

ates a safer space in her classroom where

support college students and how college

she supports her students and allows them

students view the environment around them.

to share. She also does not alienate opinions

The physical environment is one that

that may be considered problematic because

comprises all the buildings, natural and de-

students are taught to question power struc-

signed landscapes, and human made ob-

tures and that power structures are dynamic

jects and artifacts (Strange & Banning,

and can be challenged and changed. Stu-

2015). his also encompasses how much the

dents with historically marginalized identities

natural landscape of an institution’s layout in-

are also given the ability to respond or not

fluences how a campus was originally

respond; they do not have to be the spokes-

planned and how it continues to grow. Exam-

person for their identity.

ples of the physical environment are the
buildings and pathways laid out by the insti-

Theoretical Framework

tution, the types of trees or grass used to

A safe space is a space where LGBT+ stu-

decorate the institutions more natural areas,

dents feel safe and comfortable enough to

sculptures that are displayed on campus, or

express themselves in terms of their gender

trash not disposed of properly.

and sexual identity. It is important to under-

The human aggregate environment is

stand that this can be anywhere. The safe

dependent on the characteristics of the col-

space is determined by the individual person

lege or university community as a whole and

and it is dictated by the individual person.

the characteristics of the dominant group.

The individual can decide a space is safe for

These characteristics influence the institu-

a multitude of reasons such as the company

tion’s decision making and identity (Strange

the individual is with, the physical location,

& Banning, 2015). Examples of the human
aggregate at a higher education institution
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can be seen greatly at a Historic Black Col-

university by many individuals also informs

lege or University (HBCU) or a Minority Serv-

the overall campus climate of the institution

ing Institution (MSI). HBCUs and MSIs have

(Strange & Banning, 2015). If enough stu-

an identity of having a strong commitment to

dents feel safe and comfortable being on

uplifting

marginalized

campus, then the campus climate report will

groups in society. They also place an empha-

say that the institution is very welcoming to

sis on honoring the traditions and history of

individuals of various identities.

and

representing

the pioneers of their identity group who has

Strange and Banning’s (2015) four
environments are appropriate for this study

come before them.
The organizational environment is

because as will be revealed later, students

described as the environment in where

define a safe space for them as when they

power is held. This center of power can be

are able to act in a way that does not contra-

different depending on which organization in-

dict their gender or sexual identity. This also

side an institution one is looking at or when

includes the people that they choose to in-

looking at an institution where the power lies

clude in their safe space. Since the students

at that specific institution (Strange & Ban-

have decided the location is available as a

ning, 2015). An example of an organizational

safe space where they can express them-

environment can be seen in most housing

selves freely. When students can make their

and residence life departments. Many de-

safe space then the overall campus feels

partments have a central office where most

more accepting. This also means that if an

of the power is held in but residence hall di-

individual feels they can freely express them-

rectors, resident assistants, and other staff

selves all over campus, then the institution is

who work directly in the residence halls also

completing its goal of creating a safe and

hold some amount of power in their office

welcoming environment for all individuals re-

space or living area.

gardless of their identity. The theory also

The fourth environment is the socially
constructed

environment.

Socially

con-

structed environments can assist students in

serves as a starting point to determine how
the results can be impactful to the student affairs profession.

learning and growing during their collegiate
years. The students’ perception and defini-

Methods

tion of the environment around them direct

Valdosta State University students who iden-

an influence on their behavior in that space.

tify as members of the LGBT+ community

The perception of the space and the

were asked about how they find safe spaces

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

44

on campus for themselves and their commu-

codes that will develop into themes for the

nity. These questions were tailored to better

research (Cresswell & Guetterman, 2019).

understand the research question that

These codes were utilized to inform

guided this study: How do VSU’s LGBT+

the researcher on the respondent’s personal

students find safe spaces on campus?

experiences. When themes were developed,

These safe spaces were locations the stu-

they provide more validity to the experience

dents say are the most comfortable for them

of the LGBT+ students that attend the insti-

to be open about their sexuality and gender

tution. Subthemes are also common occur-

identities. This space is also where LGBT+

rences found in participant’s responses that

students share their ideas without risk of be-

be grouped together and then combined into

ing harassed by fellow community members.

a larger theme (Cresswell & Guetterman,

Narrative inquiry served as the method of

2019). The subthemes provided additional

data collection (Creswell & Guetterman,

information that assisted the research in bet-

2019). It was best suited for this study as the

ter understanding the collective stories of the

researcher wanted to examine the life expe-

group.

riences and hear the stories of participants

To ensure trustworthiness of these

(2019). Upon Institutional Review Board ap-

data, the researcher utilized Lincoln and

proval from VSU, the researcher collected

Guba’s (1985) criteria in qualitative research:

data via Zoom interviews due to the COVID-

credibility, dependability, confirmability and

19 outbreak. Interviews lasted approximately

transferability. The goal of trustworthiness in

one hour. One participant chose to share her

qualitative research is to support the argu-

perspective via email, due to concerns of be-

ment that the study’s findings are “worth pay-

ing outed. The interviews were recorded and

ing attention to” (1985, p. 290). To ensure

kept secure on the researcher’s computer

trustworthiness, the researcher engaged in

under password protection. The recordings

conversations with the research mentors

were then transcribed and then the voice re-

about data collection and analysis. Further,

cordings were deleted. The researcher ana-

the researcher member-checked data with

lyzed the data by coding and theming re-

participants; each participant had the oppor-

spondent’s answers. Coding is a process

tunity to review their interview transcripts.

which involves analyzing participants re-

The researcher developed an inter-

sponses and picking out recurring topics

view guide of questions. Using this guide and

over multiple interviews. When these themes

a semi-structured interview format, partici-

are repeatedly appearing then these are the

pants were asked to share their personal
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narratives. They were encouraged to share

experiences were in the space they were dis-

in depth so that the researcher was able to

cussing.

have a full, well-rounded view of the participants’ experience in the different spaces.

Participants

This also allowed for researcher to empa-

Table 1 provides relevant demographic infor-

thize

mation about each participant.

and

understand

what

their

true

Table 1. Individual Interview Participant Profile Table
Participant

Gender Identity

Pronouns

Race

Classification

Sexual Orientation

Cisgender Female

She/Her

Hispanic

Senior

Bisexual

Cisgender Male

He/Him

Hispanic

Sophomore

Gay

Cisgender Female

She/Her

White

Sophomore

Bisexual

Tyler

Cisgender Male

He/Him

Black

Senior

Gay

Emily

Cisgender Female

She/Her

Not
Provided

Not Provided

Bisexual

Sam

Gender Fluid

They/
Them

White

Sophomore

Queer

Cam
Walker
Jay

The six participants in the study come

Gender and Sexualities Alliance (GSA) Pres-

from a variety of backgrounds. It was im-

ident to send a message in the organization’s

portant for the researcher to be selective on

GroupMe which held all the GSAs members.

who was included in the study to ensure

Two members responded to the message;

there were a variety of backgrounds and

the researcher contacted them to confirm

identities represented. The participants were

that they wanted to participate to which both

recruited through both convenience and

agreed.

snowball sampling methods. The researcher

Emily had a unique situation in which

knew Cam, Walker, and Sam through their

she was not out to her family and was fearful

campus involvements and asked them to

of what their reaction would be to them find-

participate in the study. Walker referred the

ing out about her sexual identity. To provide

researcher to Jay. Tyler and Emily were re-

the utmost safety, Emily completed a ques-

cruited through a different means. The re-

tionnaire rather than an interview. While

searcher obtained permission from the

Emily provided a great level of detail, the
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modified format resulted in the researcher

the library. Students who mentioned the li-

not being able to probe deeper into Emily’s

brary as a specific safe space said it is be-

responses.

cause in the library everyone is focused on
their own work. This means that there is less
Results

attention put on other individuals in the li-

Multiple themes emerged from the research.

brary, so people feel free to be themselves.

There were a few outliers that brought in a

One participant specifically theorizes that

new perspective or gave deeper insight into

LGBT+ individuals feel safer in libraries be-

the issues the researcher explored. These

cause they are surrounded by books which

new insights and viewpoints can also be

may be a form of comfort for LGBT+ students

used as a springboard for future research on

from a young age.
Jay and Emily both mentioned that

safe spaces for LGBT+ college students.

the front lawn, a major gathering place for
Safer On Campus

students, as a safe space. Jay said, “It's like

All participants noted that Valdosta State

on the lawn and stuff. But I know, like, the last

University was a safe space for them in com-

relationship I was in was with a woman and

parison to off campus locations. Students felt

we would go out and hang out there and stuff

that on campus they could more openly ex-

it like, you know, just be cute and like, you

press their gender identity or sexual orienta-

know, no one was really weird about it”.

tion on campus. This means that VSU,

Emily noted, “[My safe space] was my room,

whether it be the students, the physical loca-

before I left…I also liked being out on the

tion, or the constructed spaces contribute

lawn”. Both students acknowledged this is

positively to LGBT+ students’ lives while they

because being outside allows them to be

are on campus. This places a certain level of

themselves with no one paying attention to

responsibility on VSU students, faculty, and

them. They also gave similar reasoning for

most importantly administrators to ensure

the front lawn to be a safe space as they did

the campus continues to be a safe space for

with the library. Both areas where students

LGBT+ individuals and that we affirm and ap-

can be themselves while keeping to them-

preciate the LGBT+ community on campus.

selves.
When asked about a safe space on

The Library and Front Lawn

campus for them, Cam said, “For me, like a

On campus, there is a specific location that

safe space on campus. For one, I love the

many participants identified as a safe space:

library. That's where I practically like live. I
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practically like live at the library because I

mean anything if the people who are entering

don't live on campus” and Tyler furthered, “I

it are hateful”. Sam further explained their

want to go into the library more often to just

feelings by stating, “I can walk into [my resi-

to study. And I used the study rooms a lot just

dence hall] and I'll see a group of people who

to like, you know, decompress with life some-

I know have not been nice to me and I'll be

times. And I found myself a lot more as the

like, oh, I'm out. I'll be like, I don't feel safe

year went on.”

here anymore”.
Furthermore, students were asked to list

Faculty, Staff, and Student Organizations

specific university faculty and administrators

Participants were also probed about who or

who provided a safe space for them. The

what makes a safe space. This was because

most common participants were the staff in

many students listed a specific location as

the Student Diversity and Inclusion office and

their safe space but through further question-

the Housing and Residence Life Office. Stu-

ing it was revealed that the students, faculty,

dents also listed specific professors who they

and staff that affirm their identities that truly

have experienced during their time at VSU.

make a safe space for them. Some partici-

Emily stated, “Most of my professors have

pants mentioned that regardless of the exact

made it clear that their classrooms are safe

location that they were in, if the people that

spaces”. Jay also further explicated why one

were in the location accepted them, they truly

of her professors was very impactful on her.

felt like they were in a safe space. Jay ex-

Jay stated: “And he was like a World Lit pro-

plained when speaking about the Gender

fessor and he also like had us study a lot of

and Sexualities Alliance (GSA) on campus

like LGBTQ literature, which was really cool

that it “was kind of like the first time that I ac-

because, you know, I've never really had a

tually experienced, like, that much ac-

class that like did that.” The reason that these

ceptance from people around me who all,

offices and professors offered a safe space

like, knew how I identified and everything like

for the participants was because the groups

openly”.

did not treat anyone differently because of

The opposite is also true according to

their gender or sexual identity. Participants

some participants. Some said that a space

also shared that two organizations that

for them can be considered safe until some-

shared these feelings were the GSA and the

one who is not affirming of their identities en-

Student Government Association. These two

ters the physical location. Sam summed up

organizations offered the same feelings for

this experience by noting, “Location doesn't
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the same reason as the offices and profes-

why being on campus feels safer than off

sors.

campus by saying: “You know, because I
was literally talking about this with someone

Unsafe Spaces

the other day, the fact that education tends

There are general locations on campus

to breed, more open mindedness.” These

where some participants stated that in a

educational moments can help make them

larger crowds or areas with large amounts of

more comfortable with the topics that affect

foot traffic, they began feeling more uncom-

the LGBT+ community. It is the hope that ed-

fortable. Participants mentioned when they

ucating around these issues will eventually

are in an extremely public location, a lot more

lead to more acceptance from the overall

people will begin staring at them. Specific lo-

VSU community.

cations mentioned were the walkway in the
center of campus and the student union. Par-

Establishing a Safe Space on Campus

ticipants mentioned that to combat feelings

Finally, participants provided perspective on

that other people may have negative atti-

what they believe the benefits would be for

tudes towards them, the campus should

creating an established safe space on cam-

make more educational opportunities availa-

pus. All participants were in support of hav-

ble to all students to learn more about vari-

ing a safe space established for LGBT+ stu-

ous sexuality and gender identities and so-

dents, some mentioned faculty and staff be-

cial issues. One believed many students at

ing included in the safe space as well. There

their institution have not been exposed to

was only one participant, Walker, who was

queer identities or queer individuals. There-

apprehensive about creating a safe space.

fore, they think it is imperative these are the

They said that going to the space would au-

students who attend the trainings and educa-

tomatically label someone as a member of

tional sessions. When asked what VSU

LGBT+ community or an ally. This can be

could do to make the campus safer, Sam

dangerous if there was to be a person that

specifically

Base

was looking to harm or target the LGBT+

knowledge like, hey, these people exist.

community, but this fear could be counter-

They're like you and me. It's literally normal.

acted if there was education and program-

It's not a special circumstance or anything

ming surrounding these topics.

said,

“Education…

like that. I'm a normal person and I don't

Regardless, most participants feel

know. I just feel like these people were more

that having a safe space would be overall

exposed to it”. Cam also further explained

beneficial

and

helpful

to

the

LGBT+
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community. When asked to describe what

more of a threat to them in these locations.

the space would look like, most students

Students also mentioned that there are cer-

mentioned that it should be closed off but

tain faculty, staff, and student organizations

open enough for people to enter. For partici-

that provide a safe space. These results are

pants, this was important because although

important how they apply to further research

they wanted the space to be open to all, they

and student affairs practice will be dis-

also felt it necessary for it to be their own

cussed.

space, not shared with other affinity groups.
Words used to describe the inside of the

Discussion

space were comfy, welcoming, accepting

Previous literature supports a great deal of

groups, artistic, and filled with music. Some

the findings from the interviews. Specifically,

students mentioned that there should be an

libraries safe spaces for LGBT+ students are

administrator or faculty member that would

found in much of the literature. As Wexel-

be there to support students who may be in

baum (2018) explains, “LGBT students may

crisis and to address any issues that may

seek more alone time, seek the company of

arise while students are using the safe

others to whom they need to explain nothing,

space.

or pursue their own interests independent
These results are useful and provide

from the classroom. For avid readers, this

insight into how LGBT+ students find safe

means learning in libraries” (p. 7). This is

spaces on college campuses. The results

demonstrated by multiple students’ re-

show that students are more inclined to have

sponses. The library offers a space where

a safe space with individuals who are accept-

they do not have a risk of someone targeting

ing of their identities. When students are

them or expecting anything from them. They

alone they are more inclined to enjoy spaces

are also allowed to do what they want within

such as a library as their safe space because

reason, and they will not be ridiculed for it.

there are fewer people paying attention to

Cam’s “love [for] the library” and Tyler’s use

them and potentially judging them for their

of the library to “decompress with life” indi-

gender or sexual identity. Students also re-

cate they have found solace in the library and

vealed through their answers that there are

use it for more purposes than studying.

spaces on campus in which they do not feel

From this, it can be deduced that ar-

safe. These locations are usually where

eas in which students feel like fewer people

there is a high population of students be-

will pay attention to them, the safer the space

cause LGBT+ students perceive there to be

is for the student to express their gender
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identity and sexual orientation. By this logic,

can serve as allies through the courses they

students need a support group around them

teach.

of people that do not pose a threat of danger
so that they can be able to fully explore their
identity and continue to grow and develop.

Connection to Strange and Banning’s

While Southerland’s (2018) research fo-

Four Environments

cused on music classrooms, a connection

The students’ responses link very well with

can be made to several participants’ percep-

Strange and Banning’s (2015) Four Environ-

tions of the VSU front lawn. Southerland

ments. The themes indicate there is some

found music classrooms to be a place where

correlation between physical space to place

LGBTQ students can reduce stress and anx-

being safe for students. Students indicated

iety. Jay and Emily’s time spent on the front

places like the front lawn and the library as

lawn was similar; Jay said she felt comforta-

safe spaces for them due to the low attention

ble spending time with her girlfriend “just

they receive in these places. While one stu-

be[ing] cute” and Emily noted she liked being

dent did indicate that areas with a lot of foot

outside and felt safe on the lawn. Whether it

traffic are not as safe of a place for them.

was Southerland’s (2018) music classrooms

Specifically mentioned areas are the walk-

or VSU’s front lawn, the space was a place

way between all the academic buildings

where students could be themselves and not

leading up to the library and the Student Un-

feel anxiety.

ion. Participants noted both places at certain

Parallels to Fast’s (2018) thoughts on

times do have many students walking

classrooms as safe spaces and Linley et al.’s

through, and the large number of students

(2016) research on faculty serving as

makes them uncomfortable because they

sources of support for LGBTQ students are

are unsure of what all those students’

also evident in this research. Both Emily and

thoughts are and how they will react to them

Jay commented on the faculty establishing

and their identity.

their classrooms as safe spaces. Jay also

Further analysis of the results also re-

noted a World Literature professor who in-

veals that students create socially con-

corporated LGBT+ literature into the class.

structed environments to ensure a safe

This directly connects to Linley et al.’s (2016)

space for them. Students indicated they feel

assertion of the need for non-heteronorma-

safer in environments that allow them to ex-

tive curricula and demonstrates a way faculty

press themselves freely with no fear of judgment based on their gender identity or
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sexuality. Students also noted that the phys-

VSU as a Safe Campus

ical location has little to no meaning without

VSU is fairly representative of a THI. From

accounting for the individuals who are also in

the results gathered from the students, there

the space. This means that students utilize

were rarely events hosted on campus that

elements of the human aggregate and so-

were focused on educating the campus com-

cially constructed environment when their

munity about topics related to LGBT+ identi-

safe spaces are only with specific people.

ties. A THI usually has a focus on supporting

This is also true when students cite a location

LGBT+ students only when they are in crisis

where they began identifying within the

and much of the programming is centered on

LGBT+ community or began exploring those

mental health issues for LGBT+ students

identities such as a residence hall. The resi-

(Preston & Hoffman, 2015). One student in

dence halls provided a space for the individ-

particular, Sam, is a huge proponent of get-

uals to not only explore their gender and sex-

ting more educational events for students to

ual identity but also to have discussions with

learn about the LGBT+ community and the

other students who are a part of their safe

identities associated with it.

space unit.

The results from the research do not

Finally, students also at times utilized

verify all the research presented in the litera-

the organizational environment when dis-

ture review. Specifically, no students indi-

cussing a safe space. This is seen through

cated they had experienced any form of dis-

faculty, staff, and student organizations that

crimination while attending VSU. This contra-

they feel provide a safe space. These places

dicts data that suggests that around half of

also coincide with where LGBT+ students

LGBT+ students will experience high levels

would be able to find resources specifically

of harassment in comparison to their straight

dedicated to LGBT+ students like the GSA,

and cis-gender counterparts (Rankin et al.,

Student Diversity and Inclusion Office, and

2010). While data reported from students

Housing and Residence Life Office. These

may not be representative of the entire pop-

organizations offer student support, so stu-

ulation of LGBT+ students at VSU, it is to be

dents recognize these spaces as safe

noted that none of them had experienced

spaces and feel comfortable when they are

any form of harassment. The participants

with people who are a part of these organi-

also did not indicate any forms of feeling un-

zations or are associated with them.

comfortable or unsafe in the recreational facilities or while attending athletic events on
campus. This directly contradicts a study
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conducted by Pryor (2018) which stated that

resources the student will need to be safe

participants in the study stated that Greek

and successful in their higher education jour-

life, campus recreation, and athletics were

ney.

among the locations or offices on campus
that made students feel the most unsafe.

To ensure that LGBT+ students are
getting the support, these data support starting a safe space on campus for LGBT+ stu-

Implications for Student Affairs Practice

dents but administrators must also ensure

As student affairs educators who interact

that the individuals in the room agree to sup-

with a multitude of students, it is imperative

port everyone’s identity. The data also sup-

that administrators have at least a base

ports more educational opportunities for stu-

knowledge of cultural competency to ensure

dents of all backgrounds to learn about is-

that students are supported and cared for.

sues that affect the LGBT+ community. Stu-

This is also true for working with students

dent affairs administrators can provide work-

who identify within the LGBT+ community.

shops and training that will lead to a better

Student affairs administrators have direct

understanding of the identities associated

contact with students and should support

with LGBT+. This can lead to more ac-

them along their developmental journey.

ceptance and will provide an overall safer

Given this, educators can help students find

space on campus for individuals. These pro-

their safe spaces on campus. Since safe

grams may already be held by offices, but

spaces are made up of students, staff, and

they may not publicize in a way that could at-

faculty that support LGBT+ students’ identi-

tract the greatest number of students. Offices

ties. Student affairs educators can connect

that already hold these sessions should in-

students with resources and people that will

vestigate what could be done to possibly en-

become a safe space for them. More im-

gage more student populations including of-

portantly, student affairs educators them-

fering a session on diverse identities during

selves need to be safe spaces for LGBT+

an orientation for new students so that all stu-

college students. LGBT+ students need sup-

dents receive the education as they enter

port when times are hard, celebration when

their institution. Furthermore, student affairs

times are good, and development when that

educators need to participate in training to be

is needed as well. Student affairs administra-

able to support students who are a part of the

tors also must accept everyone’s identity and

LGBT+ community because, by virtue of their

be willing to learn more about the identity in

occupations, they are safe spaces for LGBT+

depth so they can be knowledgeable on what

students.
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Implications for Future Research

space out of fear of being labeled by others

LGBT+ students have experienced overt

or fear of being outed to their already estab-

forms of homophobia, transphobia, and per-

lished friend group.

secution throughout their history but have

Another area of future research could

also seen the institutions of higher education

focus on how Gender Inclusive Housing op-

evolve, become more accepting, and begin

tions also aid a student in finding individuals

to offer more resources. This study also re-

to include in their safe space. Does having a

veals several future areas of research that

location designated as Gender Inclusive be-

could be very impactful to a better under-

come a safe space for the LGBT+ students

standing of how LGBT+ college students

or do they feel labeled and are at risk of being

grow and develop and how institutions of

the victim of hate? This mindset can also be

higher education can further support LGBT+

applied to other affinity groups such as for

college students.

specific races and ethnicities or common in-

Further areas of research or projects

terest groups. Furthermore, other historically

that institutions can complete are if their stu-

marginalized identity groups should be stud-

dent population would benefit from having a

ied to determine if they go through a similar

safe space at their institution. Researchers

process of finding safe spaces. Specifically,

can also do more research into how safe

Students of Color, female-identifying stu-

spaces aid in the development of LGBT+ in-

dents, low-income students, religiously di-

dividuals and to what extent safe spaces

verse, and first-generation college students

help in an overall LGBT+ college students’

can be a fruitful area of research. Further re-

journey through college. One final research

search should also explore the role intersect-

project that could prove useful is how and

ing identities play in determining safe

why institutions as an entity provide an auto-

spaces. For example, do Black LGBT+ col-

matic safe space for college students and

lege students try to seek out other Black

how much more supported do students feel

LGBT+ students for their safe spaces or do

once there is a safe space established on

they make separate safe spaces for them-

campus. Having an established safe space

selves in terms of one for their racial identity

for LGBT+ college students may positively

and a different one for their sexual or gender

impact students who are in search of a safe

identity?

space, but it also may negatively impact how

Geographic location and institution

LGBT+ students find a safe space because

characteristics can also be insightful areas to

they may not feel comfortable going to a safe

explore. This study only focused on students
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who attend a rural, mid-sized public institu-

stated that a safe space for them is one in

tion in South Georgia. Results may vary for

which they can freely express themselves.

institutions located in an urban or suburban

This means that their gender and sexual

area, or of differing sizes. LGBT+ students

identity would not be scrutinized by others.

who attend rural institutions in other regions

Some spaces that offered this to LGBT+ stu-

of the country may have an entirely different

dents are the library, front lawn, and resi-

experience than those in this study. This re-

dence halls. Another important finding was

search has provided insight into one popula-

that students made a safe space with those

tion and opened the door for research on

around them that affirmed their identity.

many others.

These results are important because they indicate an initiative for colleges and universiConclusion

ties to best ensure their students feel safe

The aim of this study was to determine how

and comfortable while they attend their insti-

LGBT+ students find a safe space on a col-

tution. The results also give focus to student

lege campus that does not formally provide

affairs educators making sure that they are

them with one. Safe spaces can be defined

aware that often they become a safe space

as a place where students feel safe enough

for their students. This means that they need

to be themselves and express their gender

to be educated and stay aware of this added

and sexual identity freely with no risk of being

role to ensure that LGBT+ students feel safe

persecuted or becoming susceptible to hate

and supported. Finally, students indicated

(Moran, Chen, & Tryon, 2018; Rankin et al.,

largely that they would support a safe space

2010). Students find safe spaces in locations

being officially established on campus.

where they feel comfortable enough to be

LGBT+ students are among a group

themselves. The researchers also explored

of students that historically had gone unno-

what factors go into the decision-making pro-

ticed and underappreciated as indicated in

cess to determine if a place is a safe space

the literature review. Institutions should be

for LGBT+ and what factors play the biggest

aware of their responsibility to ensure a safe

role in determining a safe space.

space on all portions of campus for their stu-

This study revealed many insightful

dents. These institutions should also be will-

feelings and thoughts about safe spaces

ing to hear from their LGBT+ students and

from six LGBT+ students on campus. The

determine what they can do to better support

most important findings were that overall stu-

and celebrate their identity. For some institu-

dents felt safe on campus. The participants

tions, this may mean establishing a safe

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

55

space or celebrating LGBT+ identities more

Inclusive Housing and analyze policies to

publicly and openly. Institutions can also in-

demonstrate that heterosexism is not an in-

vestigate

tegrated part of their institutional identity.

other

initiatives

like

Gender
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Jewish Fraternities and Sororities as Spaces of
Resistance Against Antisemitism
Pietro A. Sasso (Stephen F Austin State University)
Kimberly Davis (Penn State University)

There has been a continued increase in antisemitic activities at colleges and universities over the
last decade. Media reports and research about perceptions of Jewish college students add face
validity that student organizations are often targets of Anti-Jewish rhetoric. In particular, Jewish
fraternities and sororities have been targeted by antisemitism as sites of violence but have also
been spaces of resistance. Through a literature review of Jewish fraternities and sororities, the
authors present their organizational saga to demonstrate a pattern of exclusion and antisemitism
and summarize current initiatives by Jewish fraternities and sororities as spaces of resistance in
combating antisemitism.

Sasso, P.A., & Davis, K. R. (2022). Jewish fraternities and sororities as
spaces of resistance against antisemitism. Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs, 38(1), 59-81.
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Historically, Jewish college students have

ethnic identity or faith, they exist with in-

been excluded from higher education or sub-

creased liminality within the White majority

ject to quota systems to limit their access and

culture (Alba, 2006; Barton & Huffman,

enrollment; in these systems, they were ei-

2012). When Jews experience antisemitism,

ther persecuted for their religion or their eth-

they often have difficulty recognizing it be-

nic identity (Karabel, 2006). As those re-

cause of these multiple identities and confla-

strictions have been reduced over the last

tion of terminology; often, the identifiers are

fifty years, Jewish college enrollment has in-

benign to them or even to other non-Jews

creased, but unwelcoming campus climates

(Sasso et al., 2023). These complicated ex-

remain (Sasso et al., 2023). Previous forms

periences cause many to feel they have to

of exclusion are rooted in antisemitism

hide their identity (Louis D. Brandeis Center

amidst a background of historical oppression

for Human Rights Under Law [LDB CHRUL],

and racialized policisms about Jewish iden-

2021).

tity and religion (Mayhew et al., 2018). Anti-

These hate incidents have dramati-

semitism can be defined as the convergence

cally increased within the last five years (LDB

of forms of oppression that are inherently and

CHRUL, 2021). Since 2015, the AMCHA Ini-

intentionally anti-Jewish, which characterize

tiative has documented more than 3700 inci-

their identities as sinister stereotypes with

dents of antisemitism on college campuses

negative character traits over property to-

in the United States, including antisemitic ex-

wards their community, cultural, and reli-

pression and violence targeting Jewish stu-

gious institutions (Sasso et al., 2023).

dents and staff (AMCHA Initiative, 2021).

Antisemitism concurrently conflates

Jewish students experience antisemitism in

ethnic Jewish identity with the religion and

many forms, including swastikas or other

fails to acknowledge that religion and ethnic

graffiti in public spaces on campus, physical

identity can exist independently. Moreover,

threats, and harassment or intimidation of

there is some confusion regarding who may

students (Sasso et al., 2023). In addition,

identify with the Jewish religion or ethnicity

other student organizations have sponsored

(Alba, 2006). Because Jews often have to

speakers or Anti-Israel activities, which may

abandon their ethnic Jewish identity if they

spread misinformation about Jews to sug-

choose not to identify with the Jewish reli-

gest that violence against Jews is warranted

gion, Charmé and Zelkowitz (2011) sug-

(AMCHA Initiative, n.d.). Despite the number

gested that Jewish identity should exist as

of antisemitic incidents and affected stu-

multiple identities. When Jews abandon their

dents, little attention has been given to

Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs

61

exploring antisemitism. The authors seek to

identities and antisemitism by highlighting

address a gap in the literature by elucidating

the extant qualitative and survey research lit-

Jewish sororities and fraternities.

erature to address this topic. These founda-

Although institutions have attempted

tions are connected to Jewish fraternities

to create safer and more inclusive environ-

and sororities to demonstrate a broader en-

ments for all students, many have over-

during historical pattern of exclusion and an-

looked Jewish college students (Beck,

tisemitism on college campuses. Finally, the

2012). There is assumed proximity to white-

scholarly paper concludes with recommen-

ness by campus administrators, which often

dations and future directions to better de-

leads them to dismiss the marginality experi-

scribe the contributions of Jewish fraternities

enced by Jewish college students (Sanua,

and sororities in addressing antisemitism on

2000). Jewish fraternal organizations are of-

college campuses by extending the current

ten sites of racist violence that have been ig-

narratives of Jewish fraternities and sorori-

nored or treated as invisible (LDB CHRUL,

ties. This scholarly paper is intended for stu-

2021). These organizations occupy a public

dent affairs professionals who will gain a

presence, as the residential component such

more nuanced and deeper understanding of

as chapter houses of the fraternity/sorority

how antisemitism affects Jewish sororities

experience have been frequent targets of

and fraternities and their members.

vandalism and antisemitic acts since the
early 1900s (Sasso et al., 2020). Therefore,

Foundations of Jewish College

the significance of this topic is that members

Identities and Antisemitism

of Jewish fraternities and sororities have historically been victims of antisemitism. Yet, lit-

Antisemitism & Identity

tle research exists to highlight their lived ex-

Jewish students are within a religious and

periences with this racism and forms of hate

ethnic minority whose racial locations and

(Sanua, 1998, 2000, 2003).

positionality are conflated with whiteness, of-

The purpose of this conceptual paper

ten obscuring their harassment and margin-

is to center the experiences of Jewish frater-

alization experienced across antisemitic sys-

nities and sororities in highlighting how anti-

tems and spaces. Some scholarship uses

semitism has excluded and caused ques-

the term “Jews of color” to describe non-

tions of assimilation among Jewish college

White Jews, but there are complications with

students. First, the authors present a founda-

defining Jews of color:

tional overview of Jewish college student
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[T]he traditional Jewish heritage cat-

beginning to understand their own identity

egories – Ashkenazi, Sephardic and

(Sasso et al., 2023).

Mizrahi – do not cleanly map onto

The concept of antisemitism is often

U.S. categories of race and ethnicity:

conflated with other forms of hate, historical

Being Ashkenazi doesn’t necessarily

events, or used to overshadow different

mean being White, and being Se-

forms of Anti-Jewish rhetoric (Kelner, 2010).

phardic or Mizrahi doesn’t neces-

For example, many college students consid-

sarily mean being a person of color

ered the Holocaust as either antisemitic or

(Pew Research Center, 2021, p. 185)

“morally wrong,” which may contribute to a

A recent report by the Pew Research

lack of understanding of the full scope of an-

Center (2021) noted that 15% of Jews ages

tisemitism (Wohl & Branscombe, 2008). Alt-

18-29 do not identify as White, compared to

hough students often feel that the college

3% of Jews 50 or older; the report predicted

campus is isolated from antisemitism, antise-

that the U.S. Jewish population will continue

mitic incidents frequently cascade campus

to increase in racial and ethical diversity in

communities

the future.

There is also a lack of information to educate

(AMCHA

Initiative,

2021).

It is assumed that because Jewish

students about what is considered antise-

students hold positional privilege in the

mitic which leads to a lack of empathy

United States within a system of whiteness,

(Beinart, 2013). Possessing a singular

they cannot be victims of antisemitism

worldview rather than a complex understand-

(Sasso et al., 2023). Moreover, Judaism is

ing of antisemitism is a predictor of opposi-

both an ethnic and religious identity (Charmé

tion and can be dehumanizing (Ben Hagai,

& Zelkowitz, 2011). More than a quarter

Hammack, et al., 2013). Antisemitism is also

(27%) of adult Jews in the United States

often conflated between several concurrent

identify as “Jews of no religion” (Pew Re-

concepts, including Anti-Israel or Anti-Juda-

search Center, 2021). “Jews of no religion”

ism (Ben Hagai, Zurbriggen, et al., 2013).

refers to people who have at least one Jewish parent or were raised with a Jewish up-

Jewish Student Experiences With Anti-

bringing but do not follow the Jewish religion

semitism

(Pew Research Center, 2021). The distinc-

According to a Hillel study, 50% of Jewish

tion between ethnicity and religion is possibly

students have experienced antisemitism

confusing to Jewish students who are just

(Cousens, 2007). A later study revealed
higher rates of antisemitism among Jewish
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college students; approximately 80% of Jew-

campuses, while classical antisemitic inci-

ish students indicated that they had experi-

dents experienced a significant decrease

enced antisemitism (Bard & Dawson, 2012).

(49%). In addition, Weinberg (2011) found

Almost 66% witnessed behaviors, and 46%

that more than 40% of Jewish students heard

were personally subjected to antisemitism. In

their professor make anti-Israel remarks, and

addition, over two-thirds of Jewish students

one-third felt that anti-Israel protests at least

have heard offensive jokes about Jews on

sometimes targeted Jews. Thus, antisemi-

their campuses (Kosmin & Keysar, 2015;

tism is a complex and sophisticated form of

Weinberg, 2011). Specifically, Jewish stu-

hate and racism with several layers that man-

dents have heard others reference Adolf Hit-

date exploration to better understand how its

ler and minimize the Holocaust (Finkelstein,

various forms are often conflated.

2018; Simon, 2021).

A study by Sales and Saxe (2006)

Increases in the Jewish student pop-

noted this individuation or conflating of con-

ulation often lead to feelings of exclusion. For

cepts, and the researchers were able to iden-

example, MacDonald-Dennis (2006) found

tify 20 campuses in their study across differ-

that Jewish students were not happy they

ent political orientations: “pro-Israel, pro-Pal-

were excluded from their institution’s diver-

estinian, inter-group tensions, political pro-

sity considerations. In addition, Jewish stu-

test and activism” (p. 23). In the study, those

dents report “institutional insensitivity” con-

that were politically active were either pro-Is-

cerning accommodations regarding diet and

rael or pro-Palestinian (Sales & Saxe, 2006).

holiday course exceptions in observance of

Thus, defining antisemitism is typically re-

Jewish holidays (Barton & Huffman, 2012).

lated to anti-Zionism or an attack on individ-

Such intentional invisibility by institutional ad-

ual and personal identity (Halpern, 1981;

ministrators or hostility toward Jews by stu-

Marcus, 2015).

dent peers on campus has increased, and

Research also suggests that Jewish

Jewish students are concerned (Saxe et al.,

students perceive the source of antisemitism

2015).

to be individuals rather than classroom expeJewish college students have consid-

riences, lectures by professors, or interac-

ered antisemitism to be a “fairly big” or “very

tions with university administrators (Kosmin

big” problem in the United States (Saxe et al.,

& Keysar, 2015). Jewish students compart-

2015). In 2020, the AMCHA Initiative re-

mentalize differences between antisemitic

ported that these Israel-related incidents of

speech as an individual issue, but they may

harassment increased by 59% on college

not necessarily consider their campuses to
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be antisemitic institutions. Saxe et al. (2015)

campuses are unfortunately inevitable (Saxe

found six common forms of verbal harass-

et al., 2015).

ment, and social media was the most common platform for it. Despite this, Jewish col-

Connections to Jewish Fraternities and

lege students cite that they feel safe on their

Sororities

college campuses, but they hold negative

Jewish organizations on campuses often re-

perceptions of campus climate that have re-

spond to activities and events that criticize

sulted from individual instances of antisemi-

the Israeli government, and many debate

tism (Saxe et al., 2015).

whether these events are antisemitic (May-

Ruttenberg et al. (1996) further de-

hew et al., 2018). Jewish college students

scribed the notion that Jewish identity and

identify as at least somewhat connected to

faith can possibly influence views about anti-

Israel and are strengthening connections

semitism as quixotic. Scholars have sug-

through cocurricular experiences and in-

gested that Jewish rhetoric about living in

volvement (Saxe et al., 2015; Shain et al.,

peace and security may inhibit learning

2014). Organizations specifically for Jewish

about narratives of dispossession and humil-

college students can increase their involve-

iation related to antisemitism (Ben Hagai,

ment with their ethnic and religious student

Hammack, et al., 2013). Additionally, struc-

community (Barton & Huffman, 2012). These

tural factors such as institutional systems or

include Chabad or Hillel, and they have

other power systems may influence attitudes

played a significant role in supporting Jewish

and beliefs about antisemitism (Bar-Tal et

college students and have historically com-

al., 2010; Maoz, 2011; Maoz & McCauley,

bated antisemitism (Sanua, 2000; 2003).

2011).

Jewish college students find these to be afFurther, students may lack education

firming spaces (Barton & Huffman, 2012). On

about issues related to Israel. Saxe et al.

many campuses, Jewish fraternities and so-

(2015) found that most undergraduate stu-

rorities have also served as critical outlets for

dents had “no information at all” (46%) or “not

students (Mayhew et al., 2018). Joining

much information” (20%) about current is-

these organizations does not make one more

sues related to Israel. Opinions about Israel

likely to be a victim of antisemitism because

and its role in the Middle East conflicts par-

it is so pervasive and ubiquitous, but organi-

ticularly exacerbate differences between

zational membership may increase aware-

Jewish and non-Jewish students, which has

ness because of the focus on Jewish ethnic

suggested

and religious salience (LDB CHRUL, 2021).

that

continued

conflicts

on
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Due to the misperception that Jewish

during the early 1900s, and many of these

identity is proximal to whiteness, Jewish fra-

organizations were formed between 1910

ternities and sororities may create a false

and 1930. As these organizations were

sense of security for some campus adminis-

founded, a disturbing and unfortunate trend

trators who consider Jewish fraternities and

of antisemitism arose across the United

sororities to be aligned with historically White

States and Jewish fraternities and sororities

fraternal organizations (Mayhew et al., 2018;

(Sasso et al., 2023). Because outsiders were

Sasso et al., 2020). For example, there may

fully aware that the members were Jewish,

be an assumption that Jewish fraternities

Jewish fraternities quickly became targets for

and sororities do not need additional support

intolerant, antisemitic acts (Sanua, 1998).

from administrators, which leads to these or-

This campus antisemitism was part of a

ganizations continually experiencing anti-

larger trend in which bigotry and intolerance

semitism with little response or support from

became more prevalent with the growing

their campuses (LDB CHRUL, 2021). How-

population of Jews in the United States dur-

ever, students within these organizations are

ing the 1920s. Jewish people began to be ex-

resilient and have begun to push against an-

cluded from certain apartments, vacation

tisemitism, which is increasing in frequency

destinations, and jobs in non-Jewish firms

on college campuses (Sasso et al., 2023).

(Sanua,

Antisemitism is more common and frequent

tempted to combat the negative stereotypes

than assumed by non-Jews and has existed

to demonstrate that Jews could behave and

within the historical saga of Jewish sororities

contribute as much to society as Gentile

and fraternities (Mayhew et al., 2018). Their

(Non-Jewish) men.

1998).

Several

fraternities

at-

history has featured exclusion and antisemitism (Mayhew et al., 2018; Sanua, 2000;

Antisemitism Among Jewish Fraternities

2003). Jewish fraternities and sororities have

and Sororities

been victims navigating systems of antisem-

Fraternities that, “based their ritualistic ideals

itism since their founding (Sanua, 2000;

on the New Testament and a belief in Jesus

Sasso et al., 2020; 2023).

as divine” (p. 19) increased both in number
and popularity after the U.S. Civil War (Toll,

Historical Foundations of Jewish Frater-

1980). During this era the fraternity and so-

nities & Sororities

rority system was essentially closed to Jews,

Systems of antisemitism forged the for-

as they believe in the Old Testament. The

mation of Jewish fraternities and sororities

only exceptions were rare occurrences when
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an exceptional Jewish student received an

sororities (Sanua, 2003). As other national

invitation to a fraternity, or a fraternal organi-

organizations relaxed their membership cri-

zation did not detect the member’s Jewish

teria, many Jewish fraternities and sororities

heritage or identity (Sanua, 1998). Fraterni-

merged with other Jewish fraternities and so-

ties implemented religious affiliation as one

rorities as their role diffused or their popular-

of the criteria for membership because they

ity waned (Sasso et al., 2020). The cessation

worried that the admission of too many Jews

of the “Christians only” clause in non-Jewish

would compromise their character (Toll,

organizations and the inclusive clauses by

1980).

other Jewish sororities allowed Jewish
Since their inception in the early

1900s, Jewish fraternities and sororities

women to join a wider selection of fraternal
organizations.

have played an integral role in Jewish college students’ cultural, social, and identity

Jewish Idealism

development (Sanua, 2000). They served a

Jewish fraternities and sororities made ef-

significant role in professional schools of

forts to demonstrate that their members

medicine, law, dentistry, and pharmacy

made meaningful contributions to higher ed-

(Sanua, 2000). Most Jewish men were

ucation and society. Sigma Alpha Mu alumni

forced to seek or form organizations that

from Syracuse University, for instance, es-

would accept their ancestry and religious

tablished a scholarship in 1936 to be given to

faith to obtain the same opportunities for a

a deserving student, regardless of faith. They

brotherhood that other college students were

hoped this effort would demonstrate to the in-

granted (Toll, 1980; Torbenson, 2009). Thus,

stitution’s trustees that Jews were devoted to

Jewish fraternities and sororities were

their alma mater (Sanua, 2003). Con-

founded because other organizations ex-

trastingly, Zeta Beta Tau adopted a philoso-

cluded them (Sanua, 2003). These exclu-

phy termed “pro-Semitism” by Harold Riegel-

sionary policies slowly waned after World

man, who was a de facto spokesperson for

War II. Still, social exclusion often necessi-

the positive attributes of Jewish fraternities

tated Jewish spaces on campus for religious

and believed that Jewish fraternities were the

and cultural connection, which were often fa-

best weapons for fighting prejudices in the

cilitated by Jewish fraternities and sororities

United States (Sanua, 2003).

(Karabel, 2006).

Zeta Beta Tau hoped that by afford-

Before the 1950s, there were more

ing its members the opportunity to interact

than 20 college Jewish fraternities and

with Gentile students, non-Jews would
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recognize that Jewish stereotypes were not

Reduction of Identity

based on fact (Sanua, 1998). A rationaliza-

Many Jewish fraternity men made them-

tion for this policy was that forming an elite

selves aware of the anti-Jewish stereotypes

group of Jews that would be a representative

that existed and “took care to avoid anyone

sample for the public would prove beneficial

displaying those characteristics during rush

to less fortunate Jews, as well as the men

week” (Sanua, 1998, p. 68). For example,

who had obtained membership in Jewish fra-

Sigma Alpha Mu members received encour-

ternities (Sanua, 1998). These were more

agement to guard their behavior carefully,

selective membership practices in which

and the fraternity emphasized virtues such

Jewish fraternity men sought to separate

as modesty and quiet speech. According to

themselves from Jews who did not meet the

Sanua (1998), members sought to avoid a

social standards set forth by their organiza-

reputation as “the boisterous, garrulous, ob-

tions (Sanua, 1998). However, others quickly

noxiously self-assertive Jew” (p. 219) and

questioned Riegelman’s concept of “pro-

hoped to receive respect and tolerance from

Semitism” and raised concerns regarding

others as a result of their modesty (Sanua,

whether it created more prejudice than it

2003).

eliminated (Sanua, 1998). Some opined that

Beyond recruitment, Jewish fraternity

“hatred and competition between the Jewish

men and sorority women worked to reduce

fraternities presented a far graver problem

the level of their Jewish appearances

than anti-Semitism expressed by Gentiles

(Sanua, 1998). Many Jewish men and

against Jews” (Sanua, 2003, p. 240).

women who had stereotypical “Semitic” fea-

The Jewish fraternities later became

tures and commonly Jewish names took ac-

regarded as “a cesspool of Jewish hatreds,”

tion to make themselves blend in with norms

because “Jewish students who were ex-

of upper-class Protestants (Sanua, 2003).

cluded from them suffered a double blow,

Some would have their admissions photos

since they were already excluded from Gen-

taken by a photographer who could disguise

tile society” (Sanua, 2003, p. 237). Other

their Jewish features, but others would

Jews in the U.S. continued their conscious

change their name, hair color, and even their

efforts to always be on their best behavior.

noses (Sanua, 1998). During membership

To avoid antisemitism, many attempted to re-

selection, the more selective organizations

duce or extract their ethnically Jewish fea-

could turn away candidates on the basis of

tures or hide their religious identity.

the origins of their parents, their surnames,
residences, wealth, father’s occupation, or
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synagogue membership (Sanua, 2003).

situations about assimilation (LDB CHRUL,

Jewish fraternities and sororities also applied

2021).

more specific divisions such as “Manhattan
vs. the Bronx or Brooklyn, rural or suburban

Struggles with Assimilation

areas anywhere vs. New York City, and

Jewish fraternities and sororities had drawn

Southern Jews vs. Northern Jews,” (Sanua,

a need to protect themselves and find ac-

2003, p. 157) or Atlanta as opposed to other

ceptance, which was a difficult equilibrium to

parts of the South. Records also show that

achieve (Sasso et al., 2023). However, they

members of Jewish fraternities used racial

struggled with fitting into the White majority

epithets and other slang terms to describe

in their attempts to protect themselves from

each other (Sanua, 2003). Although Jewish

antisemitism. These desires for assimilation

fraternity men or sorority women felt that they

for Jewish fraternal organizations provided a

were well-mannered with the potential for

unique challenge. Thus, Jewish fraternities

great success, they recognized that they

and sororities faced a choice: to maintain a

were, by virtue of their Jewish backgrounds,

focus on Jewish membership as opposed to

likely targets for Nazis or nationalist rhetoric.

Jewish values or support the post-Holocaust

These attempts to reduce Jewish

global Jewish community (Sanua, 2000).

identity and ethnic features were to avoid is-

There were tensions to balance their reli-

sues of antisemitism and to attempt to assim-

gious and ethnic identity in competition with

ilate. However, when antisemitic incidents

the expectations of middle-class or White

occurred, university officials often made no

standards of behavior (Sasso et al., 2023).

attempts to resolve them. For example, at the

Jewish fraternity and sorority members expe-

University of Washington in 1937, a Gentile

rienced

fraternity flew the Nazi flag above their

within the social rankings of fraternities and

house, and the university’s administration

sororities. In their attempts to assimilate and

made no efforts to expedite the removal of

integrate, they also experienced continued

the flag (Sanua, 1998). Thus, there was in-

antisemitism and exclusion (Sasso et al.,

creased pressure to assimilate to avoid such

2020). Sororities had an arduous path to

incidents of antisemitism as Jews felt unpro-

membership in a national council for histori-

tected (Sanua, 2000). Many Jewish sorority

cally White sororities.

second-class

citizenship

status

or fraternity members will hide or reduce their

Jewish sororities were eventually ac-

identities when there is fear or ambiguous

cepted to the National Panhellenic Congress
(NPC), an umbrella organization consisting
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of 26 national and international sororities af-

Anglo-Saxon elitism. It can also broadly be

ter a long period of advocacy. Efforts began

described as congruent with the rugged male

in 1917 when Alpha Epsilon Phi submitted its

intellectual ideal of Teddy Roosevelt. Jewish

first application for membership (Sanua,

fraternities eliminated any definitive member-

2003). However, the discourse surrounding

ship clauses related to a potential member’s

Jewish sororities was that they “did not rank

religious identity by the 1950s to accommo-

as truly national sororities because of their

date this ascension towards ideals of mascu-

‘restricted’ or ‘limited’ membership,” (p. 192)

linity (Sanua, 1998). Brown v. Board of Edu-

which was used as a rationale to deny them

cation (1954) further pressured debate in re-

entry into NPC (Sanua, 2003).

moving the “Jewish-only” clauses in the con-

In 1946, the four national Jewish sororities finally received only “associate”

stitutions of fraternal organizations (Sanua,
2003).

membership in the NPC and received full

Other fraternity and sorority campus

membership in 1952 (Sanua, 2003). They

councils slowly phased out Jewish traditions

were given associate member status be-

such as different recruitment schedules dur-

cause, as full member organizations, they

ing the academic year to accommodate the

would have the “automatic right to serve in

High Holy Days (Sanua, 1998). Thus, the dis-

positions of power over the non-Jewish

tinctions between Jewish fraternities and

women” (Sanua, 2003, p. 192). The chal-

other fraternal organizations began to fade

lenge for Jewish sororities was that they

away. However, Jewish fraternities still did

wanted to prove they could do all the things

not receive equal treatment on all campuses

that other “Christian” women could achieve

(Sasso et al., 2023). For example, at the Uni-

but did not want to lose their Jewish identity

versity of Pennsylvania, students maintained

(Sasso et al., 2023). Jewish fraternities also

two separate “A” and “B” interfraternity coun-

struggled with assimilation.

cils in which Jewish fraternities occupied a

For Jewish men, they struggled with

lower “B” ranking (Sanua, 2003).

the hegemonic masculine ideal of the “Har-

These changes caused a shift in

vard man” (Townsend, 1996). The Harvard

membership requirements while maintaining

man was a masculine ideal aimed toward a

Jewish values led to a period of raising dis-

specific norm that Townsend (1996) also ar-

cussions about characteristics of members

gued was a form of masculinity anchored in

beyond their religious affiliation. For exam-

postbellum ideality, characterized by specific

ple, Lee Dover, a 1925 alumnus of Zeta Beta

attributes of physical and intellectual White

Tau’s chapter at the University of Southern
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California, outlined some of these character-

organizations have grown in total member-

istics in his final recruitment directive as Gen-

ship and number of chapters which suggests

eral Secretary, as Zeta Beta Tau sought

they may draw greater opportunities for tar-

“wholesome and friendly young men, good

geting (Sasso et al., 2023).

students, freshmen likely to make their college grades and be eligible after one term for

Antisemitism on Campus in the 21st

initiation, remaining thereafter for four col-

Century

lege years” (Sanua, 1998, p. 230). These at-

Current research suggests that antisemitism

tributes are similarly reflected in Sigma Alpha

on campuses has increased, but it now man-

Mu’s philosophy of “making eligible for mem-

ifests in much more complex ways, and Jew-

bership any male student of good moral char-

ish fraternities and sororities are targeted

acter who respects the ideals and traditions

(LDB CHRUL, 2021; Sasso et al., 2023).

of the Fraternity” (Sigma Alpha Mu, n.d.).

These include microaggressions from pro-

This gradual shift towards general

fessors or uninformed, ignorant peers, and

membership and assimilation caused ten-

targeted persecution by other groups about

sions between more progressive or liberal

the ongoing conflict in the Middle East (Saxe

college students at the chapter level and

et al., 2015). Antisemitic incidents occur at

their more conservative or traditionalist na-

different institutional types and in all regions,

tional organization members who sought to

demonstrating the pervasive nature of anti-

maintain their Jewish identity (Sasso et al.,

semitic incidents throughout the United

2023). The compromise for many was that

States (Sasso et al., 2023).

Jewish requirements for membership were

Sasso et al. (2023) noted in their

removed, but they still retained their Jewish

analysis of recent antisemitic incidents on

customs, traditions, and community partici-

campuses that Jewish fraternity chapter

pation. This identity compromise is where

houses are frequent targets of antisemitic

they remain in our contemporary era. How-

harassment. These include antisemitic graf-

ever, because they still hold Jewish identity

fiti on their chapter houses, stealing Jewish

and practices, they have faced new forms of

religious symbols from the front of chapter

antisemitism individually, organizationally,

property, defacing large menorahs during re-

and collectively. Jewish fraternities and so-

ligious holidays, spray-painting swastikas on

rorities have received continuous and fo-

houses, and yelling racial slurs at members

cused threats and acts of antisemitism (LDB

by other students (LDB CHRUL, 2021).

CHRUL,

These events are alarming in light of the

2021).

In

addition,

these
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horrific shooting in 2018 at the Tree of Life

address antisemitism on campus to assume

synagogue in Pittsburgh (Sasso et al., 2023).

responsibility for support gaps on their cam-

Some scholars have suggested that increas-

puses.

ing the impact of a “mere exposure effect,”
which is essentially increased contact be-

Fraternity & Sorority Initiatives Against

tween Jewish college students and others,

Antisemitism

may improve intergroup relations (Gaunt,

Jewish fraternities and sororities have at-

2011; Maoz, 2011). However, others have

tempted to engage in combating antisemi-

suggested that antisemitism may increase

tism. They have adopted several Jewish-

where there is a greater density or represen-

centered education initiatives or projects to

tation of Jewish college students (Sales &

establish more straightforward connections

Saxe, 2006). Particularly, antisemitic events

to their Jewish faith and continue to engage

are more frequent at elite, highly selective in-

in activism against such hate (Sasso et al.,

stitutions that recruit Jewish students (Fish-

2023). This activism draws its origins in the

koff, 2005; Golden, 2002; Redden, 2008). A

1930s. Some fraternities, such as Kappa Nu

possible explanation for this phenomenon is

(now Zeta Beta Tau), had formal refugee re-

that a larger Jewish college student popula-

lief programs to sponsor Jewish students

tion allows for increased involvement or rep-

from Europe to escape the rising tides of Na-

resentation, which may also lead to a rise in

tional and anti-Jewish rhetoric (Sanua,

antisemitic activity (Kadushin & Tighe, 2008).

2003).

Institutions of higher education have taken

A large-scale collaboration by Sigma

varying approaches to address antisemitism

Alpha Mu, Zeta Beta Tau, and sororities

on campus. Colleges and universities around

Sigma Delta Tau and Alpha Epsilon Phi an-

the United States are beginning to establish

nually co-facilitates a program designed to

Jewish Advisory Councils to confront anti-

educate campus professionals about antise-

semitism (Casaburi, 2021). Following antise-

mitic incidents and appropriate ways to re-

mitic incidents on campus, administrators

spond. This program, the “Summit Against

have spoken out in support of their Jewish

Hate,” was recognized as a 2018 recipient of

students and rebuked hateful conduct, and

the North American Interfraternity Confer-

student groups have organized to demon-

ence (NIC)’s Laurel Wreath Award “in recog-

strate their opposition to antisemitic inci-

nition of their unique programs, community

dents. Specifically, Jewish fraternal organi-

outreach, or influence within the fraternal

zations have bolstered their efforts to

world” (NIC, n.d.). This program specifically
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educates attendees about antisemitism, its

of hate on college campuses and in commu-

presence on campus and in the community,

nities at large (Prince, 2018).

and its convergence with other forms of hate
with which campus professionals may be

Future Directions & Implications for Stu-

more familiar. In addition, other organiza-

dent Affairs Professionals

tions have collaborated with other Jewish

Campuses and universities must continue to

partner associations.

increase recognition of Jewish undergradu-

Zeta Beta Tau partners with the Anti-

ate college students as a historically margin-

Defamation League (ADL) in implementing

alized identity and not conflate their ethnicity

its “Words to Action” program on college

with Whiteness to assume they benefit from

campuses (Zeta Beta Tau Fraternity, n.d.).

this privilege (Sasso et al., 2023). Students

The program's content does not make as-

are already engaging in efforts to combat an-

sumptions about the religious identity of par-

tisemitism, but campuses should make more

ticipants in coordination with the ADL. In-

effort to support Jewish students. Student af-

stead, this program is designed to raise

fairs professionals also must find new ap-

awareness of antisemitism and how those

proaches to support their fraternity and so-

acts can be connected to, or veiled as, anti-

rority chapters with Jewish members. Anti-

Zionist and anti-Israel. As one of the objec-

semitism is a serious issue that will persist

tives is to ensure all students receive a simi-

and become more severe; as demonstrated

lar experience, this program is open to non-

by the authors, it is unfortunately not declin-

members. Like Zeta Beta Tau, Alpha Epsilon

ing in severity. Nevertheless, institutions can

Pi has encouraged service-learning efforts to

take some foundational steps to further the

combat antisemitism. These include repair-

inclusion of Jewish college students, which

ing synagogues and organizing campus-

may promote their participation in co-curricu-

wide rallies against antisemitism (Geldner,

lar activities such as fraternities and sorori-

2018; Solomon, 2018). In addition, Alpha Ep-

ties.

silon Pi contributed to creating the United

Many campuses have already imple-

States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Geld-

mented programs such as interfaith under-

ner, 2018). Alpha Epsilon Pi and Zeta Beta

standing

Tau also collaborated to support the OneDay

2013), Middle East issues intergroup dia-

Against Hate campaign, which was orga-

logue courses (Ben Hagai, Hammack, et al.,

nized in response to the growing frequency

2013; Dessel & Ali, 2012; Khuri, 2004), and

and severity of antisemitism and other forms

alternative spring break trips (Dessel & Ali,

(Monmouth

Dialogue

Project,
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2011; Williams & Sarrouf, 2010). Such pro-

identity. Institutions can also adopt an institu-

gram participation leads to increased under-

tional definition of antisemitism and provide

standing, relationships, and social justice ori-

a model protocol to identify contemporary in-

entation (Dessel & Rogge, 2008; Hogg et al.,

cidents of antisemitism. In addition, students

2004; Nagda et al., 2009; Spencer et al.,

should be sanctioned for violations of univer-

2008). However, these programs have been

sity non-discrimination or anti-harassment

replicated by Jewish fraternities and sorori-

policies for instances of antisemitism (Barton

ties, which sometimes makes them easier

& Huffman, 2012). Finally, other approaches

targets for people in opposition to their mis-

should involve voice and representation, al-

sions (Sasso et al., 2023).

lowing Jewish sorority and fraternity students

Campus administrators must con-

to have a more visible role on campus.

sider the current climate and changing na-

These approaches towards inclusion

ture of antisemitic incidents on campus. The

should incorporate Jewish representation on

recent global pandemic has cast a different

campus climate councils and data collection

light on antisemitism on college campuses

on Jewish identity on campus. Campus din-

and has shifted the nature of some antise-

ing halls should also allow for diversity con-

mitic incidents. For example, “Zoombomb-

siderations for Jewish students around die-

ing”--the disruption of meetings or programs

tary/holiday restrictions. The university cal-

on videoconferencing platforms with offen-

endar and religious accommodations for

sive or threatening images or language--has

coursework could also be made more acces-

been one way to spread antisemitic rhetoric

sible to Jewish students to practice their faith

(LDB CHRUL, 2021). In addition, shifting

appropriately during religious holidays. Bar-

many campus programs and activities to a

ton & Huffman (2012) noted that “such an ef-

virtual platform has perpetuated anti-Zionist

fort demonstrates the University’s commit-

expression (AMCHA Initiative, 2020). Ac-

ment to full inclusion and recognizing the ex-

cordingly, Jewish fraternal organizations

istence of diversity among its communities”

may need to refocus their initiatives and ad-

(p. 9). Another critical issue is ensuring that

vocacy to combat Israel-related antisemitism

colleges and universities recognize anti-Zi-

in on-grounds and virtual spaces.

onism as a form of antisemitism when ad-

These efforts can include educating

dressing incidents of discrimination against

students on the roots of antisemitism and the

Jewish students. Beyond the campus level,

campus community on Jewish identity, espe-

Jewish fraternal organizations could benefit

cially nuances between religious and ethnic

from activism on state and federal levels to
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ensure that Jewish students receive proper

fraternity and sorority members’ experiences

protections on campus (AMCHA Initiative,

with antisemitism. These first studies should

2020). Further, researchers should extend

be qualitative and exploratory, followed by

studies beyond existing survey data, which

more extensive longitudinal quantitative

suggest that Jewish sorority and fraternity

studies.

members experience significant forms of antisemitism, especially in virtual spaces (LDB
CHRUL, 2021).

Conclusion
Jewish fraternities and sororities have

One specific need is future research

served as spaces of Jewish identity develop-

about Jewish student identity and Jewish so-

ment where students can potentially better

rorities and fraternities. A more nuanced, so-

understand their ethnic and religious identi-

phisticated understanding of antisemitism is

ties. However, this increased identity sali-

also vital to better understand how it impacts

ence facilitates a deeper, sophisticated un-

the experiences of Jewish college students.

derstanding of the various forms of antisem-

Existing scholarship has begun to identify

itism that exist on college campuses.

how non-Jewish students perceive Jewish

Throughout their existence, Jewish fraternal

college students (Mayhew et al., 2018). How-

organizations have battled antisemitism, and

ever, little research elucidates Jewish col-

the perpetuation of antisemitic harassment

lege student experiences and how they iden-

on college campuses suggests that these

tify. Further, no current research explores

groups must continue their efforts. The au-

how Jewish sororities and fraternities influ-

thors highlighted how Jewish fraternities and

ence these college experiences or facilitate

sororities have recently begun to organize to

a sense of belonging for Jewish students. In

push against more recent forms of hate with

particular, future studies should explore stu-

other national partners to educate about

dents who join Jewish fraternities/sororities

Anti-Zionist rhetoric. It is the hope of the au-

to better understand their motivations for

thors that Jewish members of fraternities and

joining. For example, students might join to

sororities continue to light the torch of anti-

strengthen their Jewish identity or have a

semitism activism on our college campuses.

specific interest in combating antisemitism.
Additional research should explore Jewish
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